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ABSTRACT
“Acting White” (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986) is a common term among researchers
who study academic achievement and racial identity among minority students which
signifies the tension some academically successful minority students experience as they
excel in school. Black students who contend with such tension may be teased, alienated,
or rejected by their peers who view academic achievement as characteristic of White
people. In order to avoid the accusation of “acting White,” many Black students
underachieve, conceal their academic talents, or make no efforts to pursue academic
goals.
For Black female high-achieving students, “acting White” is laden with genderspecific strategies of “silence” to cope with the tension they experience (Fordham, 1993).
This tension involves their attempt to dissociate from the stereotypical description of
“loudness” for Black females. These students often suffer from a lack of socialization
with their peers due to their choice of an academic identity while forsaking a positive
racial identity. Such students are isolated from their Black peers, maintain low profiles,
and remain detached from the social scene at school.
The primary purpose of the present study is to examine the experiences of
successful Black female students. Conducting such research is significant because many
other studies on Black female students have focused on their deficits rather than success.
Data collection for the study occurred through two phases. For Phase I, potential
participants were given the Racial Identity Attitude Scale (RIAS-B) (McDermott &
Spencer, 1996) to measure their level of racial identification. School records were
analyzed to confirm their grade point averages. The six girls with the most positive

x

outliers – the highest RIAS-B scores and the highest grade point averages, were invited to
participate in Phase II.
Phase II utilized ethnographic methodologies to investigate the participants’
experiences at school, home, and in the community. Data collection techniques included
document analysis, shadowing, participant-observation, semi-structured interviews, and
focus groups. Results were coded to identify commonalities of the participants’
experiences, and to distinguish characteristics that enable their success. This study shows
how, theoretically, Black female students educated in an urban middle school “loudly”
proclaim pride in their academic accomplishments and racial identity.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
As a Black female growing up in Memphis, TN, I had mixed feelings about the
meaning of being Black and the meaning of being smart. I did understand that I was a
Black person, and I certainly participated in activities similar to other Black people. I
knew. I grew up in an all-Black community, and attended an all-Black church. I watched
Soul Train and Good Times with my cousins, ate cornbread and greens with my
grandmother, and endured getting my hair braided by my older sister. Also, I did
understand that I was smart. I made good grades in school, completed my homework
everyday, and even perfected my handwriting skills so the teacher would choose me to
write on the board. I did, however, misunderstand the reasons some of my classmates felt
I was not “Black enough.” At my inner-city public school, my classmates teased me
about my efforts to achieve, and excluded me from many of their social activities. My
Black world at home seemed to collide with my not-so-Black world at school, creating a
tension I did not understand.
The tension I experienced during my K-12 educational experiences is not
uncommon for high-achieving Black female students. Research suggests that many
academically successful Black females face the dilemma of choosing between academic
achievement and a positive racial identity (Ford, 1995; Ford & Harris, 1997; Fordham,
1993; Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Grantham & Ford, 1998; Horvat & Antonio, 1999; Jones
& Shorter-Gooden, 2003; Schultz, 1999). These studies document that academic success
for Black females often comes at the cost of adopting certain personas, such as “silence”
(Fordham, 1993; Lei, 2003) or “acting White” (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986), which do not
embrace a positive racial identity. Unfortunately, this choice results in foregoing

1

friendships because, for Black adolescents, positive racial identity fosters enhanced
socialization and peer interaction (Constantine & Blackmon, 2002; Kunjufu, 1988).
Despite this phenomenon, there are Black female students in urban schools who do
succeed academically while maintaining their racial identity (Flores-Gonzales, 1999;
Hemmings, 1996; Hubbard, 1999; O’Connor, 1999; Reis & Diaz, 1999). The present
study expands that line of research and focuses on Black female students who are
successful in both realms - their academic achievement and their racial identity.
Background of the Study
“Say It Loud! I’m Black and I’m Proud!” draws its meaning from two sources:
the courageous and inspirational song with that same title by James Brown (1969) and
“Those Loud Black Girls”: (Black) Women, Silence and Gender ‘Passing’ in the
Academy,” a compelling and disturbing research article by Signithia Fordham (1993).
James Brown urges Black people to be vocal, expressive, outspoken, loud, and proud
about their Black identity. Conversely, Signithia Fordham (1993) documents the “silent”
persona many Black academically successful females adopt in order to avoid being
described as “loud,” a stereotypically negative characterization of Black female behavior.
Thus, in the title of my dissertation, I merge my favorite song of Black empowerment
with my favorite research article of Black female disempowerment. Through this
research, I document Black females who experience academic success and also have a
positive racial identity. They are “loud.” They are Black. They are proud.
Research Representations of Black Female Students
Historically, the educational experiences of Black female students have received
mixed representation in research. More than twenty years ago Smith (1982) described a
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gap in the literature and the lack of studies conducted with this group. “The Black female
adolescent has been underrepresented in educational, psychological, and career literature.
Consequently what we know about young Black females is bits and pieces of fragmented
knowledge” (p. 261). While there is no longer such a tremendous gap, current educational
research tends to highlight deficits in Black females (Frazier-Kouassi, 2002; O’Connor,
2002; Reis & Diaz, 1999). According to Reis and Diaz (1999), “a paucity of research has
focused on the achievement of female high-ability students in urban settings” (p.31).
Similarly, O’Connor (2002) maintains the need for research on Black females from lower
and working class backgrounds who are successful in their education.
Scott-Jones and Clark (1986) reviewed literature on Black female students and
their achievement in science and math. The researchers concluded that “general
agreement exists that Blacks, females, and disadvantaged students achieve less in science
and math than do White, middle class students…however, information is not readily
available about how the variables of race, gender, and socioeconomic status intersect to
produce this outcome” (p. 521). The researchers urged that more studies be conducted
with Black female students in urban schools who achieve well in mathematics and
science.
More than a decade later, Grantham and Ford (1998) documented similar
findings. They agreed that studies have been conducted on underachieving Black female
students, but that more research is necessary to establish a direction for reversing the
problem of underachievement of these girls. They cite the deficiency of the school in
educating gifted Black female students, and recommend counseling interventions, teacher
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training, and program administration to address how the educational system can meet the
needs of these students.
Grant (1984) discovered that teachers unknowingly transmitted and reinforced
gender-specific roles for Black female students such as being quiet, helping the teacher,
and being sociable, rather than encouraging them to learn. In fact, when assessing the
progress of Black girls in the classroom, teachers defined their achievements in terms of
their social characteristics rather than their academic skills. Other research indicates that
Black female students have less interaction with teachers than White female students,
even though they attempt to initiate interactions more often than White females or males
of any race (AAUW, 1992). Additional studies indicate that Black female students
receive less teacher reinforcement than other students, although their academic
performance is often better than male students (Damico & Scott, 1988).
Researchers in London schools document similarities between the educational
experiences of Black West Indian female students and Black American female students.
Fuller’s (1980) study of female sub-cultures in the London schools found Black females
had high self-esteem, were highly confident, and made good report-card grades. Though
they were high-achievers, these girls went to great lengths to hide their academic
ambitions. Described as a “mischievous academic sisterhood,” these students refused to
conform to the school values. Their contradictory behavior showed that they were antischool, yet pro-achievement. They would do homework and avoid serious conflicts, but
they would read magazines during class, pretend not to listen, arrive late, and slowly
comply with teacher’s requests. The girls understood the necessity for good grades;
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however, they felt school success was not dependent upon having a good relationship
with the teacher.
Coultas (1989) also discovered that although the Black female students were selfconfident and enthusiastic learners, they would show outward resistance to schools and
teachers. Her interviews with Black teachers in London revealed that the school system
should examine curricula and structural discrimination, which may cause these capable
students to resist academic engagement. Carby (1986) describes the manner in which
minority students were treated in the London school system. Immigrant students who did
not speak English were described as uncivilized and unable to learn. Black female
students were viewed as unfeminine, too loud, unabashed about flaunting their sexuality,
and willing to talk back. Rather than the schools seeking to create successful outcomes
for these students, school authorities blamed the girls for their failure to conform.
For Black students, both male and female, research indicates a struggle in
maintaining academic achievement and positive racial identity. Though they may be
capable learners, they often hide their academic talents, underachieve, and push limits on
acceptable school behavior as they actively resist the process of schooling (Coultas,
1989; Cousins, 1999; Evans, 1988; Ford, 1995; Ford & Harris, 1997; Fordham, 1993;
Fordham & Ogbu, 1988; Fuller, 1980; Grantham & Ford, 1998; Kunjufu, 1988; Schultz,
1999). This resistance is due to the perception that they must choose between their
academic achievement and racial identity due to incongruence between their home and
school cultures (Horvat & Antonio, 1999; Jones & Shorter-Gooden, 2003; Nieto, 1994),
and is related to how their peers view school. If other Black students view acceptance of
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school norms as a denial of Black identity, then the high-achiever may be accused of
“acting White” (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986).
Resistance to “Acting White”
Though there are social norms that define appropriate behavior for places such as
school, church, or football games, for many minority students there is the perception that
the appropriate behavior for school requires a denial of racial identity (Davidson, 1996;
Horvat & Antonio, 1999; Nasir & Saxe, 2003; Quiroz, 2001; Schultz, 1999). For all
students, regardless of race, there are dominant social groups who define normative and
non-normative behavior at school (Downs & Rose, 1991; Kennedy, 1995; Rose &
Downs, 1989). Often these groups of popular adolescents use race-neutral labels such as
nerds, geeks, brainaic, or smarty, to describe high-achieving students who defy the social
norms (Fordham, 1993; Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Goto, 1997; Suitor & Carter, 1999). At
the same time, however, research indicates that minority students who achieve in school
are also subjected to accusations of “acting White” by their peers (Armendariz, 2000;
Davidson, 1996; Fordham, 1993; Grantham & Ford, 1998; Fordham & Ogbu, 1986;
Kunjufu, 1988). This accusation goes beyond maintaining the appropriate behavior to fit
the school context to an indictment of high achieving minority students as
conscientiously striving to alter their racial identity.
Phinney and Rosenthal (1992) suggest that for minority youth to construct a
strong identity, they need a positively valued racial identity. The task of developing a
healthy racial identity may be difficult because it encompasses understanding issues such
as prejudice or discrimination, which inhibit aspirations (Constantine & Blackmon,
2002). Helms (1990) defines racial identity as “the sense of group or collective identity
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based on one’s perception that he or she shares a common racial heritage with a particular
racial group” (p.3). Accusations of “acting White” (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986) are harmful
to Black youth because identification with their peers is essential to healthy racial identity
development (Constantine & Blackmon, 2002; Phinney, Kantu, & Kurtz, 1997; Plummer,
1995; Stevenson, 1995).
In their landmark study on “acting White,” Fordham & Ogbu (1986) describe the
tensions minority students may face when they excel in school. Participants at Capital
High, an urban school in Washington, DC with a predominately Black population, largely
ascribed to the norms of fictive kinship, that is, a sense of collective identity where Black
people are loyal to each other and call each other brother, sister, or “blood” though they
are not related. This loyalty involves adherence to group norms of behavior deemed
appropriate for Black people and opposing behaviors that indicate identification with
White Americans. As Fordham & Ogbu (1986) describe, peers play a major role in
dissuading academic pursuits of Black students:
One major reason Black students do poorly in schools is… partly because White
Americans traditionally refused to acknowledge Black Americans are capable of
intellectual achievement, and partly because Black Americans subsequently began
to define academic success as White people’s prerogative, and began to
discourage their peers, perhaps unconsciously, from emulating White people in
academic striving, i.e., from “acting White” …. Many Black students who are
academically able do not put forth the necessary effort and perseverance in their
schoolwork, and, consequently do poorly in school. Even Black students who do
not fail generally perform well below their potential for the same reasons (p. 177).
Capital High School students had clear definitions of what it meant to be inside or
outside of the peer group. Thus, if they were involved in activities outside of the group
norms, they were subject to accusations of “acting White.” Activities described as
“acting White” include speaking standard English, listening to classical music, having a
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party with no music, reading and writing poetry, attending operas and ballets, studying in
the library, earning good grades, being on time, volunteering, camping, hiking, mountain
climbing, and visiting the museum. Students who engaged in behaviors that contribute to
academic enhancement were considered “acting White,” and such involvement resulted
in social isolation (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986).
Acting White has particular repercussions for high achieving Black female
students who “put brakes” on their academic performance to minimize stress. As
Fordham & Ogbu (1986) describe:
High achieving females use gender-specific strategies to cope with the burden of
acting White. But, like the males, they camouflage to avoid being perceived as
brainiacs. More than the males, the female high achievers work to maintain low
profiles in school (p.196).
One high-achiever demonstrated inconsistent school performance to thwart hostility from
her peers. Her grades fluctuated, and she attended class irregularly as a means to maintain
a low profile. Another high-achiever chose not to participate in the “It’s Academic” Club,
a televised academic competition, though she completed the entry requirements and
received a top score on the qualifying exam.
When describing the problems academically successful Black students
experience, Fordham and Ogbu (1986) used troubling terms such as cope, tension,
burden, and pressure. They also described schooling as a “subtractive process” for
minority students because pursuing education was equivalent to subtracting the
individual’s racial identity. Other researchers have also depicted the struggle minority
students experience to maintain their ethnic identity and academic achievement. Terms
used to describe this struggle include oppositional social identity (Ogbu, 1987), education
= assimilation (Trueba, 1989), racelessness (Fordham, 1988), anesthetizing (Fine, 1991),
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cultural inversion (Ogbu, 1994), conflicting images (Hemmings, 1996), selffragmentation (Hemmings, 1998), bicultural dilemma (Grantham & Ford, 1998),
symbolic violence (Horvat & Antonio, 1999), confusing and punishing experience
(Quiroz, 2001), emerging tensions (Nasir & Saxe, 2003), and shifting (Jones & ShorterGooden, 2003).
Results from the ethnography of Capital High were informative for Fordham’s
subsequent analysis of Black students’ academic performance and racial identity,
resulting in topics such as racelessness (Fordham, 1988), “acting White” Black American
style (Fordham, 1991), silence (Fordham, 1993), dilemmas of being blacked out
(Fordham, 1996), and Ebonics (Fordham, 1999). Of particular interest to the present
study is her interpretation of Black female students and the phenomena of silence
(Fordham, 1993) which is a gender-specific extension and manifestation of “acting
White” (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986).
“Silence,” “Loudness,” and Black Female Students
“Silence” and “loudness” are depictions of the dichotomous personas Black
female students and Black women in general may portray. Stereotypical descriptions of
Black women include loud, brassy, flashy, dominant, and strong (Carby, 1986; Jewell,
1993; Morgan, 1993). As Jewell (1993) explains, myths and stereotypes of Black women
depict their behavior as contradictory to Westernized standards of beauty such as silence,
docility, and submissiveness. In the media, Black women are portrayed as loud,
masculine, and unfeminine. Therefore, “silence” is a strategy adopted by some
academically successful Black female students to counteract and disassociate from the
“loud” stereotype (Davidson, 1996; Evans, 1988; Fordham, 1993; Lei, 2003). Fordham
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(1993) uses the phrase “those loud Black girls” to describe participants in her study after
reading Evans’ (1980) article describing similar experiences of Black West Indian female
students in London. Similarly, Cousins (1999) describes how the administration at
Community High blames the “loud” behavior of Black females for the downfall of the
Black male students. Though these are different participants, different sites, and different
times, they share the common bond of ascribing the behaviors of “silence” or “loudness”
to Black female students.
Evans (1988) found that the Black female students at her school were often
scorned by White teachers for refusing to conform to expected standards of good
behavior. While not being totally insubordinate, the students often displayed defiance and
reluctance to appease their teachers whom they felt did not understand or care about
them. They were also chastised for speaking Patois, which is a West Indian slang
language similar to Black American students’ use of Ebonics (Fordham, 1999; Ogbu,
1999; Perry & Delpit, 1998). Often, the White teachers would complain about their
behavior, describing them as “those loud Black girls.”
During her middle school experience, Evans (1988) claims she was not a “loud”
student. In fact, she feels it was her silence and the status of her older brother that enabled
her to become academically successful. His academic success had been noted at an early
age, and when teachers realized that Evans was his sister, they began to expect more from
her. Prior to that realization, however, her teachers ignored her, though she had always
been a good student. She felt the silent persona she portrayed enabled her academic
success, though she was invisible and unrecognized at school. Adopting silence stemmed
from her perception that such behavior was proper for a minority who desired a middle

10

class profession. As she describes, Black West Indian academically successful female
students often experience such tension as they are expected to transform themselves into
a racial identity more acceptable to the norms of education.
The mastery of standard English to replace West Indian Patois is only one aspect
of this transformation. It includes training the body to adopt European body
language and gesture, and the voice to adopt European tones of speech and nonverbal expression. Loudness is discouraged, as it reflects field life and rural
peasant status. The price of a good education, in short, was, and still is, the denial
of one’s Black cultural identity. This is the price of entry to the middle class
(Evans, 1988, p.185).
Evans (1988) attributes the Black West Indian female students’ conflicts in school to
their refusal to adopt Euro-American behavior codes. Despite their teachers attempt to
silence them, they controlled their behavior in their own way, continuing to push the
limits of tolerable behavior without breaking school rules.
Though Evans (1988) documented such findings in London schools almost twenty
years ago, there is evidence that this phenomenon still exists in United States schools
(Ford, 1995; Fordham, 1993; Ford & Harris, 1997; Grantham & Ford, 1998; Horvat &
Antonio, 1999; Jones & Shorter-Gooden, 2003). Fordham (1993) found that Black
students, regardless of gender, sacrifice aspects of their racial identity to attain academic
achievement, however while the females frequently outperformed the males
academically, a larger percentage of them did not reach their academic potential. In fact,
many of them underachieved, as evidenced by their high standardized test scores and low
report card grades. Black female participants in Fordham’s (1993) study who earned high
report-card grades learned that they should be “silent” to succeed academically.
The most salient characteristic of the academically successful females at Capital
High is a deliberate silence, a controlled response to their evolving, ambiguous
state as academically successful students…Developing and using this strategy at
the high school level enables high-achieving African-American females to deflect
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the latent and not too latent hostility and anger that might be directed at them
were they to be both highly visible and academically successful. Invisibility is a
highly valued prerequisite for academic success…Learning silence, then, is an
obligatory component of Capital’s high achieving females’ academic success (p.
17).
Silence is an academic strategy that comes with many personal relinquishments for Black
female students. Though they are high achievers, their social status suffers due to the
perception of their peers that they are disloyal to the norms of fictive kinship (Fordham &
Ogbu, 1986). The silent demeanor is manifest in their ghostlike existence and status,
excellent grades yet erasable persona, reluctance to form friendships with “non
academic” Black girls, isolation from peers, a sacrifice of “voice,” and pressure to
conform to norms of femininity valued by the dominant culture to deflect stereotypes of
the “loud” domineering Black female (Morgan, 1993).
Conversely, the underachieving Black female students, considered to be loud
Black girls, are those who “refuse to conform to standards of ‘good behavior’ without
entering the realm of bad behavior” (Fordham, 1993, p. 9). These students could do better
in school, as evidenced by their high standardized test scores, but they choose not to. This
choice allows them to maintain friendships with their Black peers and their adherence to
the fictive kinship norms (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986). Underachieving Black females are
popular, as they have a high social standing, visibility and a commanding presence in the
school, involvement in social activities, and immersion, affiliation, and support from
Black peers.
“Loudness” is also the description for the behavior of many Black female
participants at Community High, a school in New Jersey with an all-Black population
(Cousins, 1999). Similar to Evans (1988), Cousins (1999) finds “loudness” to be an
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adverse trait for the Black female participants who inverted gender roles and adopted
aggressive behaviors similarly to those of the male participants. These behaviors were
considered by school administration to be lewd, shameful, disrespectful and indicative of
underclass lifestyles. In addition to loudness, other underclass student behaviors include
low-income status, receiving welfare benefits, having parents with low educational
levels, and the use of Black slang or Ebonics (Fordham, 1999; Ogbu, 1999; Perry &
Delpit, 1998). “Loudness,” however, is the most despised of the behaviors against which
Black females are cautioned by school administration (Cousins, 1999).
Loudness is an apt metaphor for symbolizing a standard against which the
behavior of some Community High girls was categorized …Loudness
represented…licentiousness, social backwardness, and a general lack of
appropriate values and taste, especially when this behavior was practiced in
public, even more so when practiced in front of the non-Black public (p. 308).
The “loud” Black females were members of groups such as Bad Ass Bitches, Strong Ass
Bitches, and Girls Taking Over (Cousins, 1999). School officials frowned upon
aggressive, antisocial behavior among the female students, and their response was to hold
assemblies for the male and female students to address such behavior. The male assembly
focused on avoiding the traps of sex, while the female assembly focused on appropriate
public, private, social, and sexual behavior.
“Loud” behavior displayed by Black female students was described by school
officials as the downfall for both males and females. The sexually aggressive nature of
this behavior was seen as a means to manipulate males. The physically aggressive nature
was evidenced through females fighting about romantic affiliations with male students.
Thus “loud” behavior among Black females was considered stigmatizing, demoralizing,
and destructive to the school and the overall Black community (Cousins, 1999).
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Studies by Evans (1988), Fordham (1993), Cousins (1999) and others (Carby,
1986; Coultas, 1989; Ford, 1995; Fuller, 1980; Grantham & Ford, 1998; Horvat &
Antonio, 1999; Jones & Shorter-Gooden, 2003; Lei, 2003; Schultz, 1999) document the
issues that many high-achieving Black female students face when their racial identity
conflicts with the school norms. Often, they are forced to choose how they will express
their school engagement, through conformity to school values and denial of self (Horvat
& Antonio, 1999; Jones & Shorter-Gooden, 2003), or resistance to school values and
self-affirmation (Evans, 1988; Ford, 1995; Grantham & Ford, 1998; Schultz, 1999).
However they express their academic engagement, it is problematic when Black female
students feel the need to make a choice.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the present study is to examine experiences of Black academically
successful female students who are educated in an urban middle school and exhibit a
positive racial identity. Conducting a study on successful Black female students is
valuable to the research base. As Henry (1995) claims, there is a need for critical
qualitative investigations of Black girls and schooling which are not only distinctly
gender-specific, but also make participants’ lives the starting points and foci of the
research. As Zapf (1996) notes, few studies have explored the challenges and concerns of
Black adolescent females, fewer have examined their successes, and fewer still use their
voices. O’Connor (1997) states insufficient attention has been given to Black students
who accommodate the norms and expectations of school and experience academic
success despite risk. Further, Dolby (2002) suggests ethnography as a research method to
produce new understandings about adolescents.
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The present study broadens the knowledge base about Black female students in
several ways. First, it departs from a focus on deficiencies and examines factors that
foster success. Second, it explores the lives of academically successful Black female
students in middle schools, in contrast to the majority of studies that focus on high school
students. Third, it utilizes the RIAS-B Scale (McDermott & Spencer, 1996) as a measure
of racial identity to identify participants with a positive racial identification. Similar
studies conducted in the past relied on self-reports and perceptions of others as indicators
of racial identity levels. Finally, it seeks to describe factors contributing to success using
the voices, opinions, and perspectives of Black female students.
Results from the present study have both theoretical and practical implications.
Theoretically, the present study offers a reexamination of “silence” (Fordham, 1993),
thus it broadens the knowledge base on academic achievement and racial identity among
minority students. Practically, insight gained from the participants can inform educators,
researchers, and community agencies about effective educational and social practices to
improve outcomes for Black female students in urban environments.
The primary research question is: What causes for academic success and positive
racial identity can research discover by studying Black female students educated in an
urban middle school? The specific questions are:
(1) To what experiences and/or life circumstances do Black, academically successful,
female students attribute their positive racial identity?
(2) To what experiences and/or life circumstances do these students attribute their
academic success?
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(3) What specific experiences and/or life circumstances of these students can be observed
in their home, community, and at school that appear to contribute to academic success
and positive racial identity?
Operational Definitions
Throughout the present study, the words urban middle school, experiences, life
circumstances, positive racial identity, academic success, successful, and home
community are used. These definitions enable the reader to understand their meanings.
An urban middle school is located in a deteriorating area of an inner city where 50% or
more of the students receive free or reduced-priced lunches, and the minority student
enrollment exceeds 60%. UMMS is located in the downtown inner city area of a midsized city, 81% of the students receive free or reduced-price lunch, and reported student
ethnicity is 88% Black, 9% White, 2% Asian, and 1 % other.
Experiences are events in which the participants have been involved, by choice or
natural occurrence, which affect their academic achievement and/or racial identity.
Life circumstances are events in the lives of participants that they could not control or
choose such as racial classification, gender, family structure, or socioeconomic status.
Positive racial identity is determined by the participant’s score on the Racial Identity
Attitude Scale (McDermott & Spencer, 1996).
Academic success is determined by a minimum grade point average of 2.5. 1
Successful is determined by the combination of a grade point average of 2.5 or above,
and a positive racial identity.

1

According to the Urban Middle Magnet School Improvement Plan, a grade point average of 2.5 or above
is considered academically successful because it is the minimum requirement for the magnet program.

16

Home community is the environment in which the participant lives, or spends significant
time. This includes, but is not limited to, their physical homes, homes of relatives or
friends, or places such as churches, youth groups, or other community organizations.
Limitations
The interpretation of any data inherently involves the biases of the researcher. In
the case of the present study, I admittedly approach this research with preconceived
notions about gender, race, and adolescence. Equally important is that while the study
was intentionally designed to highlight successful Black females, I discovered
experiences that cast an unfavorable light on the Black community. In reporting results, I
risk indicting the Black community for our own negligence in the education of Black
females. Finally, the study involves a small sample of Black female students in one urban
middle school in a mid-sized city. The findings, therefore, do not generalize to the larger
population or even to similar students in the same school.
Delimitations
The present study is delimited to a sample that includes Black female students in
an urban middle school. The study makes no inferences or comparisons to male students
or female students of any other race. In addition, the research context is urban, and does
not include rural, suburban, or non-public schools.
Chapter Conclusion
This dissertation is structured into seven chapters. Chapter One includes
discussions of the background of the study, introduction to significant literature, the
purpose of the study, research questions, operational definition of important terms, and
limitations and delimitations of the study. Chapter Two contains a review of literature
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regarding adolescence, educational and socialization experiences of adolescent females,
urban school environments, racial identity, and educational experiences of black students
and students from other ethnic groups. Chapter Three describes the research context,
description of the methods, participants, instrumentation, the design and phases of the
study, and data collection and analysis procedures. Chapter Four describes the
participants and the role of the researcher. Chapter Five discusses the findings regarding
the participants and academic success. Chapter Six discusses the findings regarding the
participants and racial identity. Chapter Seven, the final chapter, concludes the study, and
offers suggestions for future research on successful Black female students.
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW
The experiences of successful Black female students are underrepresented in the
research (Frazier-Kouassi, 2002; O’Connor, 2002). The present study deviates from a
previous research focus on deficits attributed to these students by examining successful
Black female students educated in an urban middle school. To understand the context of
Black adolescent females, it is necessary to examine experiences that accompany
adolescence, with the many changes this period of life brings. It is also beneficial to
discuss educational and socialization experiences that occur with female students,
regardless of race. Likewise, it is helpful to understand urban school environments and
the impact they have on the students who attend them. Racial identity development will
be discussed, followed by a section on the experiences of Black students and the means
by which they express their racial identity and academic engagement. The chapter
concludes with a review of studies on the educational experiences of other ethnically and
culturally diverse students.
Adolescence in the United States
Adolescence is the period of growth and development between childhood and
adulthood marked by biological, cognitive, and psychological changes. The word
adolescence comes from the Latin verb adolescere, which means, “to grow into maturity”
(Rice & Dolgin, 2002). Though this period is often simplified as a transition, it is a
significant phase in the life cycle (Lesko, 2001). The move from childhood to adulthood
is wrought with self - discovery, expanding horizons, emerging independence, and
important decisions that affect future goal attainment and have lifelong consequences
(Gutman & Midgley, 2000; Santrock, 1998).
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The concept of adolescence in America developed a century ago when G. Stanley
Hall (1904) described the ages between thirteen and eighteen as a time of extreme crisis,
storm, and stress in his two-volume book Adolescence. Hall’s (1904) ideas about
adolescence actually derived from the German Youth Movement, as he was influenced
by their ideologies and the manifestations of these ideas in their arts and schools (for
discussion, see Lesko, 2001). Proponents of the German Youth movement felt that youth
needed freedom to get to know themselves before the pressures of adult life arrived.
During this time, the role of peers heavily increases as they provides understanding and
discipline where parents and school are ineffective. This element of the German Youth
Movement, the reliance on peers for values, became a crucial marker of adolescence.
During adolescence, individuals undergo rapid changes such as brain
development, height and weight gain, sexual maturation, and hormonal fluctuations (Rice
& Dolgin, 2002). The onset of puberty marks the beginning of early adolescence
(Siskind, 2000). In fact, the body undergoes more physical changes in this time than
during infancy. Girls usually begin their growth spurts earlier than boys, who begin
around the age of twelve. Certain body parts mature at disproportionate rates, resulting in
awkward movements and lack of coordination (Santrock, 1998). Also during this time,
the body’s changing chemical composition produces more active sweat glands and
outbreaks of pimples or acne. With all of the physical changes that occur, adolescents
become more aware of their appearance and they spend a significant amount of time
examining their looks. Girls are perceived to be more concerned with these changes, and
they begin to experiment with makeup and new hairstyles. Boys, however, are concerned
too, and they desire to become taller, stronger, and more athletic (Santrock, 1998).
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Because of their desire to display physical strength, as Kennedy (1995) notes, athletic
participation is a high predictor of perceived popularity among early adolescent males.
As adolescents develop cognitively, they begin to make decisions with long-term
consequences, engage in logical and abstract reasoning, and comprehend complex
problems (Rice & Dolgin, 2002). They assert more autonomy than during childhood,
assume extra responsibilities, and have more freedom to choose clothes, hairstyles,
school courses, and extracurricular and leisure activities (Romano & Georgiardy, 1994).
Some decisions, such as school courses, help shape their ideas about goals and career
options. They begin to realize the future effects of current actions and become concerned
with their forthcoming adult life (Santrock, 1998).
Psychologically, adolescents are developing relationships beyond the family, and
moving from reliance on adult authority to a dependence on peers for support and
guidance (Santrock, 1998). Adolescents are involved in the developmental task of
identity formation, and often experiment and explore in different activities (Siskind,
2000). Adolescents often display emotional changes such as unpredictable mood swings,
acts of defiance, displays of assertiveness, greater privacy, or retreat into childlike
mannerisms. In a short time span, they may fluctuate between peaks of happiness and
depths of sadness.
The interconnectedness of physical, cognitive, and psychological transformations
significantly impacts adolescents as they mature. Due to the preponderance of changes
they are experiencing, they become preoccupied with themselves and worry that
everyone is watching them (Siskind, 2000). These changes are not standard or even
consistent in one individual. In a middle school class of thirteen year olds, there might be
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a range of heights, weights, and maturity levels. Some students may behave and look like
adults, and others may behave and look like children (Siskind, 2000). Maturity levels
adolescents express at school often reflect circumstances in their home lives (Burton,
2001; Burton, Brooks, & Clark, 1998; Fine, 1991; Harrison, 1997; Jurkovic, Thirkield, &
Morrell, 2001).
Adolescents who grow up in families with economic constraints often assume
adult responsibilities at early ages, referred to as the “adultification of children and
adolescents” (Burton, 2001; Burton, Brooks, & Clark, 1998). Such responsibilities thrust
children and teenagers into adult roles that include parenting siblings or a sick parent,
becoming the parent’s confidant, or financially supporting the family. The roles these
adolescents are expected to take within the school conflict with their duties at home
(Harrison, 1997), and they often drop out to work and support the family (Fine, 1991). In
the same vein, adolescents who have been through the divorce of their parents provide
emotional care to their families, known as “parentification” (Jurkovic, et. al, 2001).
Adolescents growing up in such environments quickly make the transition from
childhood to adulthood during adolescence, and their experiences during this phase are
remarkably different from those portrayed by mainstream American society of the
careless, frivolous nature of youth.
In the United States and most other westernized cultures, adolescence extends
between the ages of ten and twenty-one. It consists of three periods – early, late, and
middle, and there are cultural and legal restrictions that simultaneously curtail and
facilitate adolescent’s social development (Swanson, Spencer, & Peterson, 1998). Early
adolescence extends between the ages of ten and fourteen. It is marked by the onset of
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puberty, though puberty may begin as early as age eight and as late as age fourteen
(Entwisle, Alexander, Olson, & Ross, 1999). In some states, fourteen year olds can
legally choose which parent they want to live with after divorce and they can decide on
abortion or psychiatric care without parental consent (Lesko, 2001). During middle
adolescence, the ages between fifteen and seventeen, there is an increased amount of
autonomy and decision making. In fact, sixteen is the legal age for driving, and many
adolescents celebrate their emerging independence with a “Sweet Sixteen” birthday
party. Late adolescence, which extends to about the age of twenty-one, includes making
long–term commitments, career choices, and decisions about adulthood. At the age of
eighteen, adolescents can exercise their rights as American citizens by legally voting and
registering for the military. At age twenty-one, alcohol consumption is legal.
Technological developments, which require advanced education for more desirable jobs
and further support from parents, have extended the period of late adolescence until the
individual is financially independent (Mortimer & Lawson, 2002).
Early adolescence is of prime concern to the present study. As these individuals
undergo some of the most dramatic changes in the life cycle, schools can play a critical
role in helping them develop a positive self-image and deal with new pressures (Carnegie
Council of Adolescent Development, 1995). During these years, the first indications of
destructive patterns begin to emerge (Ames & Miller, 1994). This age group today
exhibits behaviors which were commonly germane to older youth in the past. According
to the Carnegie Council (1995), nearly half of American adolescents are at risk of
seriously damaging their life chances due to poor decisions such as drug use, unprotected
sex, alcohol and cigarette use, and other risky activities leading to injury or death (Bloch,
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1999). Though adolescent girls report lower self-esteem than boys (Block & Robins,
1993), more males have been the victims of suicides, which is the leading cause of death
among teenagers (Bloch, 1999; Lacourse, Vales, & Villeneuve, 2001). Many early
adolescents engage in such behaviors because they are moving away from positive adult
values and imitating some of their peers whose values are destructive. Though early
adolescents rely heavily on peers for advice, adult role models do provide needed
guidance and can discourage experimentation with damaging behaviors or cause them to
consider the consequences of such actions (Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2003).
As policy makers restructured junior high schools into middle schools to better
meet the developmental needs of early adolescents. Connection with adults was a key
element to be incorporated (Carnegie Council of Adolescent Development, 1995). Policy
makers reasoned that the transition from elementary school to junior high school was
unnecessarily abrupt and ineffective. Moving early adolescents from elementary schools
with one teacher and self-contained classes, into junior high schools with six teachers and
class environments per day was deemed too stressful for early adolescents. Further, like
high school students, students in junior high were expected to move among classes
quickly, teachers were usually trained for secondary education and were unaware of
specific developmental needs of early adolescents, and subject matter was not integrated
across departments. These circumstances left few chances in school for supportive
connections between adults and adolescents (Ames & Miller, 1994).
Components of middle schools include learning communities, interdisciplinary
team teaching, advisory programs, and extended class schedules (Barr & Parrett, 1995;
Siskind, 2000). Learning communities and interdisciplinary team teaching emphasizes
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the importance of learning across different content areas. Through advisory programs,
teachers meet with individual students periodically about their goals and their progress
toward actualizing these ambitions. Extended class schedules allow teachers and students
more time for exploring subject matter and more interaction (Carnegie Council, 1995).
Changes implemented in middle schools are structured to meet the needs of early
adolescents at this critical point in their lives when they could benefit from adult support,
peer interaction, and increased learning opportunities (Siskind, 2000).
Technological developments, numerous career choices, and increased
opportunities have made adolescence a longer period of time, and a time to assume more
responsibility (Lesko, 2001). These advancements have created wide-ranging results.
Today, adolescents fare better in schools than those from decades ago, as more are
balancing school and part-time jobs (Mortimer & Johnson, 1999), graduating from high
school (Santrock, 1998), and receiving college and post-graduate degrees (Knight, 2003;
Mortimer & Lawson, 2002). However, recent developments in technology have given
adolescents more access to media materials, which has considerable effects (Anderson,
2002; Arnett, 1995; Brown & Witherspoon, 2001; Einerson, 1998; Finders, 1996; Larson,
1995; Pinkard, 2005; Steele & Brown, 1995). As Arnett (1995) reports, adolescents use
media for entertainment, identity formation, sensationalism, coping, and youth culture
identification. Through watching television, listening to the music, reading magazines,
and surfing the Internet, adolescents enter a private world where they explore possible
selves, release stress, and cope with their conflicting emotions (Finders, 1996; Larson,
1995).
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Many adolescents rely heavily on media for information about popular behavior,
clothes, and trends that they do not seek from school authorities or parents (Brown &
Witherspoon, 2001; Finders, 1996; Larson, 1995). Unfortunately, media depict a world
where harmful behaviors such as unprotected sex, smoking, drinking, and aggression are
glamorous and risk-free (Brown & Witherspoon, 2001). If left unfiltered by parents or
other concerned adults or even informed peers, many adolescents are exposed to
entertainment that is sensationalized and daring. Sexual intercourse is portrayed on
television about four times an hour, however contraceptives, pregnancy, or sexually
transmitted diseases are rarely discussed unless jokingly (Kunkel, Cope, & Colvin, 1996).
By age eighteen, many adolescents have watched more unsupervised television than they
have spent time with their parents, teachers, or friends (Strasburger, 1995). Research
indicates that over-consumption of television can lead to attention deficits, irrational
decisions, confusion about reality (Carnegie Council, 1995), obesity due to inactivity and
consumption of unhealthy snacks (Tucker, 1986), and aggressive behavior after viewing
violence (Strasburger, 1995). Conversely, Larson (1995) found adolescents who are
heavy television viewers to be more family oriented as watching television with families
provided time for emotional bonding. The teens also spent much time with their families
outside of watching television (Larson & Kubey, 1983).
During adolescence, music listening supersedes television viewing because many
songs are created by and for adolescents, with lyrics that speak to their experiences
(Larson, 1995). Music provides an outlet for emotions, as adolescents report frequent use
of music for mood enhancement and coping with confusing and negative thoughts. Steele
and Brown (1995) found that though many adolescents own televisions, they considered
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their music systems more important to their daily lives. Female adolescents make up the
largest audience for pop music, and many musical groups target them through their lyrics
and advertisements (Einerson, 1998). Most popular songs by singers such as Beyonce,
Brittney Spears, Christina Aguilera, Ludacris, Outcast, and Ashanti` are about love,
relationships, and sexual activity. On the other hand, males are also affected by popular
music, as those who are consumers of gangster rap become desensitized to the videos’
portrayal of violence and the abuse of women, drugs, and alcohol (Brown &
Witherspoon, 2001). About half of all musical videos, regardless of genre, contain
addictive substances, which are associated with fun and sexual activity. Alcohol is shown
every fourteen minutes and illegal drugs every forty minutes (Gerbner, 2001).
Magazines such as Sassy, Seventeen, Teen, and Young Miss are popular and
influential media outlets marketed for adolescent females (Arnett, 1995; Duke, 2000;
Durham, 1998; Finders, 1996). As Finders (1996) notes, reading magazines is a
socializing event, as they are the central focus for slumber parties, planning for prom, and
phone conversations. Though some readers are critical of their content, many others refer
to them for direction on how to transform from girls to teenagers (Arnett, 1995). Most of
the space in magazines is devoted to advertisements for fashion and beauty products,
dieting information, updates on popular musical groups, advice about relationships with
males, and the latest style trends (Arnett, 1995). The prevailing message in magazines is
that women should look beautiful and assert their sexuality to be successful, and
advertisements capitalize on insecure adolescent females (Durham, 1998; Heilman,
1998). For Black girls, these messages of beauty are confounded by the lack of Black
models and information pertinent to their everyday lives. Duke (2000) found that Black
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girls read magazines for information on social issues and entertainment; however they are
aware that makeup and hair care products were specifically intended for White girls.
During the past five years, the percentage of United States schools with Internet
access has increased by ninety percent (Anderson, 2002), and fifty percent of high school
students also use it at home. While many adolescents in urban areas do not have home
access to the Internet, more schools in their communities have computers as a result of
federal funds and national initiatives designed to equalize technology access (First &
Hart, 2002). As Hellenga (2002) reports, adolescents have new freedoms through Internet
access - freedom from external control, freedom to explore sexuality, freedom to explore
identity and political action, and freedom of self-presentation. Online interaction presents
more opportunities and flexibility, which are unavailable in traditional social interactions.
The Internet fosters social connectedness and support for adolescents who are reluctant to
discuss issues such as sexuality, depression, and relationships face-to-face. Internet use
presents a physically “safe” form of sexual exploration because adolescents’ “consensual
cybersex” does not result in pregnancy or diseases; however pedophiles do take
advantage of vulnerable adolescents through unwanted sexual solicitation and online
harassment (Anderson, 2002). The online experiences of Black girls have not been
thoroughly investigated by researchers; however Fisher (2003) found that the twenty-two
participants in her study have attitudes and interests similar to White girls. They use the
Internet to socialize through email and chat rooms, play interactive games, and to learn
more about singers and fashion. Due to its accessibility, Hellenga (2002) predicts that the
Internet will change the way that the adolescent experience is conceptualized in
westernized countries.
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Adolescents undergo a myriad of physical, cognitive, and psychological changes
as they mature from childhood to adulthood, as noted. Though this time has increased
chances for risk and vulnerability, it is also a period of self-discovery, exploration, and
greater responsibility. Adolescents in the United States negotiate media effects
(Anderson, 2002; Finders, 1996; Helenga, 2002), family situations (Burton, 2001;
Jurkovic, et. al, 2001), peer influences (Maxwell, 2002), and school transitions (Carnegie
Council, 1995) as they develop. Each individual is unique and aspects such as race, class,
gender, experiences, and life circumstances affect the experience of adolescence. The
following section highlights educational and socialization processes that occur for
females, during the period of adolescence.
Educational and Socializing Experiences of Adolescent Females
When some females enter early adolescence and middle school, they face a “crisis
of confidence” (AAUW, 1992; Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Pipher, 1995; Rogers, 1993)
characterized by a personality shift from active, engaging, and courageous to sullen,
withdrawn, and apprehensive. As girls mature, they often receive mixed messages about
the appropriate behaviors, roles, and statuses for women. These behaviors include
docility and silence (Harrison, 1997), focusing on social development rather than
academics (AAUW, 1992; Grant, 1984; Sadker & Sadker, 1994), limited career choices
(Fleming, 2000), lack of information on issues related to sexuality (Fine, 1998), and lack
of support for pursuit of science, mathematics, and engineering (Sadker & Sadker, 1994).
Schools, often unknowingly, serve as transmitters of these culturally defined norms
through the lack of representation of females in the textbooks and curriculum (Fleming,
2001), rewarding gender specific expectations of behavior (Davidson, 1996; Fordham,
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1993; Harrison, 1997; Lei, 2003), and lack of reinforcement for academic aspirations
(Holloway & LeCompte, 2001).
Over a decade ago, the American Association of University Women (AAUW,
1992) conducted a report on the experiences of female students in American schools. The
researchers reported that preschool male students receive more attention from teachers
than female students, evidenced by more instructional time, hugs, and attention. Over
time, male students received more academic intervention through teacher praise,
criticism, and remediation. Additionally, when Black female students outperform White
male students academically, teachers attribute their success to extra work instead of
ability, while suggesting White male students are not working to their full potential.
Similarly, findings by Sadker & Sadker (1994) reveal that teachers initiate more
communication with boys than girls, ask boys more complex and open-ended questions
than girls, give boys more detailed instructions for projects and class assignments while
finishing the tasks for girls, praise boys for intellectual qualities while praising girls for
neatness, and track girls away from technology and science related fields.
Evidence from Women’s Educational Equity Act Resource Center (Flemings,
2001) documents progress in educational outcomes for female students. Girls have
increased participation in sports, an improvement in math proficiency, and improved
scores on K-12 achievement tests. More women are pursuing post-secondary education,
and minority females have higher academic and career aspirations. Though there are
definite gains, Flemings (2000) reports that female students enter school excited, but by
fourth grade they are less confident and enjoy school less. Though girls are more engaged
in classroom activities, bias persists in schools and is reflected in gender stereotypes,
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lower expectations, lack of diversity in textbooks, and less involvement and
encouragement for sports, technology, science, or mathematics related fields.
Studies conducted by Brown & Gilligan (1992), Rogers (1993), and Pipher (1995)
document the socializing experiences of females as they make the transition from
elementary to middle school. Brown & Gilligan’s (1992) longitudinal study of one
hundred White, upper middle class females between the ages of seven and eighteen
revealed that during elementary school, they were vocal and confident, but as they
entered middle and high schools, they lost their strong personalities. Their sense of
adventure and intellectual confidence dwindled as they became preoccupied with their
appearance. The older girls reported activities such as choosing not to speak in class even
when they knew the answers, disregarding future college and career goals in order to
pursue marriage, and competing with other girls for relationships with boys. Similarly,
Rogers (1993) describes a loss of self-confidence in her longitudinal study of eighteen
ethnically diverse preadolescent and adolescent girls. Results indicate that girls between
the ages of eight and twelve exhibited strong, outgoing personalities. However, when
they reached the age of thirteen, their personalities became sullen and withdrawn, and
they did not express their opinions. Pipher (1995) describes a parallel trend in her therapy
sessions. She rarely sees preadolescent female patients unless their parents feel they need
to due to divorce or death in the family. During sessions, they express their feelings
openly and honestly. The older adolescent female patients receive therapy for behaviors
such as eating disorders, suicidal thoughts, and school disengagement. Many were
talented, but they concealed ambitions they felt would not be supported by their families
such as career choices, sports, or activities with a predominately male involvement.

31

Loss of voice or courage and the adoption of silencing strategies are behaviors of
academically successful female students from a variety of races and ethnicities
(Armendariz, 2000; Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Davidson, 1996; Fordham, 1993; Harrison,
1997; Irvine, 1990; Jones & Shorter-Gooden, 2003; Kramer, 1986; Lei, 2003; Pipher,
1995; Quiroz, 2001; Rogers, 1993). As Harrison (1997) describes, “Schools are not
tolerant of females who do not conform to societal expectations of them being quiet” (p.
52). When schools transmit and reinforce “silencing” strategies, adolescent females suffer
academically and socially. Academically, they may hide their talents, diminish their
future aspirations, or may not participate in classroom activities (Kramer, 1986; Pipher,
1995). Socially, they may suffer from a lack of courage, lack of expression, or they may
adopt a persona that is not representative of their true identities (Brown & Gilligan, 1992;
Davidson, 1996; Lei, 2003; Rogers, 1993).
The attainment of school success is influenced by socialization and educational
experiences within the school environment. Black female adolescents, particularly those
in urban environments, are confronted with risk factors, such as prejudice, gender
stereotypes, limited future job options, and inferior schools, which may inhibit their
academic achievement (Belgrave, et. al., 2000; Leadbetter & Way, 1996). Essential to the
discussion of their experiences is an analysis of the school environment to understand the
obstacles they may face.
Education of Students in Urban School Environments
The United States public school system faces the unique challenge to educate its
highly diverse student population. Some of these challenges include adequately serving
students who speak different languages, meeting the needs of students in impoverished
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communities, and ensuring that curriculum, policies, and school practices are truly
dedicated to educating “all” children (Nieto, 1994). Despite the goal of educating “all”
children, there are some students who have continuously received inequitable treatment.
Traditionally, these students are from racially, culturally, and economically oppressed
backgrounds and attend inner-city schools in impoverished areas, or urban schools
(McIntyre, 2000).
McIntyre (2000) describes the circumstances under which students in urban
schools are educated as “educational violence” because they do not provide the necessary
resources for achievement. These students often receive insufficient funding,
inexperienced teachers, and inadequate facilities (Towns, Cole-Henderson, & Serpell,
2002). They are more likely to be taught core academic subjects by teachers who did not
major in those subjects as opposed to students in more affluent schools (National Center
for Educational Statistics, 1998; Sanders, 2000), and they are at increased risk for referral
to special education services (Gardner & Miranda, 2001; Carteledge, Tillman, &
Johnson, 2001). As a result, the majority of low – income children in urban communities
rank at the bottom of measures of academic achievement (Gardner & Miranda, 2001),
and almost two/thirds score below basic proficiency levels on nationally normed tests
(Towns, et. al, 2002).
Challenging social factors in the urban environment such as crime, poverty,
violence, and unemployment may thwart students’ academic achievement. Though
schools should be a safe place, many have metal detectors, constant identification, and
police patrol, which are reminders of the potential for crime (Grant, et. al, 2000:
Stevenson, Herrero-Taylor, Vameron, & Davis, 2002). Csikszentmihayali and Schmidt
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(1998) report that teenagers experience social and academic enhancement when they are
involved in sports, hobbies, music, art, and close friendships (Dworkin, Larsen, &
Hansen, 2003). Because many urban schools are underfunded, there is usually limited
access for adolescents to participate in extracurricular activities. When students are not
provided these alternatives, whether due to financial limitations or lack of access, they
may get involved in criminal activities for no other reason than boredom (Brown &
Evans, 2002; McIntyre, 2000).
Although there has been much written about the negative effects of the urban
environment, there is evidence that community and neighborhood institutions have
created positive outcomes (Brown & Evans, 2002; McLaughlin, Irby, & Langman, 1994;
Schinke, Cole, & Orlandi, 1991; Shann, 2001). Engagement in productive after-school
activities, whether school or community based, help to protect adolescents during the
hours when much crime, idle time, television viewing, and non-productivity occurs
(Brown & Evans, 2002). After school activities promote socialization and help counter
the negative effects of truancy, declining academic achievement, and school
disengagement (Brown & Evans, 2002). According to Shann (2001), after school
programs can enhance student’s academic and personal well being and provide a haven
from potential danger. Unfortunately, the minimum grade point average requirements for
school-based programs exclude many adolescents who could benefit from this
intervention.
Community organizations support students in urban environments when schools
are unable to provide extracurricular activities. McLaughlin, Irby, & Langman (1994)
describe effective inner-city organizations as “urban sanctuaries.” Fundamental to their
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success is the leader’s passion and commitment to developing the adolescents’ potential.
These organizations give members real responsibilities and work, clear rules and
discipline, safety, and guidance for the future. Schinke, Cole, and Orlandi (1991) found
that minority student involvement in Boys and Girls Clubs leads to improved social
behavior and lower rates of drug and alcohol use. The study, however, does not provide
support that these organizations improve academic outcomes.
Research indicates other support in addition to community agencies that increase
success among students educated in urban schools. A study of 224 low-income minority
adolescents indicates that positive relationships with fathers, religious involvement, and
social support help reduce stress in their lives (Grant, O’Koon, Davis, Roache,
Poindexter, Armstrong, Minden, & McIntosh, 2000). Williams, Davis, Cribbs, Saunders,
& Williams (2002) found that church attendance by peers, and presence of relatives
completing high school produced positive academic outcomes among Black adolescents
in an urban setting. Mexican adolescents in urban schools stressed the importance of
successful role models from similar backgrounds as influential to their achievement
(Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2003).
Parental involvement is also a source of support for students in urban schools.
Gutman & McLoyd (2000) found positive results of parental involvement in their study
of high and low achieving Black students. All parents acknowledged the importance of
school and understood their roles in facilitating success for their children. Parents of high
achieving students, however, were more specific and involved in their children’s
education as they initiated contact with the school, encouraged homework completion,
and offered supportive conversations about achieving future goals. Similar to other
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studies (Grant et. al., 2000; Williams et. al., 2002), Gutman & McLoyd (2001) also found
positive effects for student involvement in extracurricular and religious activities. Finally,
Towns, Cole-Henderson, & Serpell (2002), in their study of four successful urban
schools, likewise reported that parents played a significant role by volunteering in class,
communicating with teachers, and assisting in fundraising activities.
Notwithstanding the alarming statistics, bleak projections for future success, and
despair that characterize many urban communities, there are students educated in urban
schools who overcome these barriers and achieve (Cousins, 1999; Flores-Gonzales, 1999;
Hubbard, 1999; McLaughlin, Irby, & Langman, 1994; Miller, 1999; Smith-Maddox,
2000; Towns, et. al., 2002; Wang, 1997; Wong & Rowley, 2001). Additionally, there are
organizations within urban communities that foster achievement among urban students
(Brown & Evans, 2002; Fine, Weis, & Powell, 1997; Lisella & Serwatka, 1996;
McLaughlin, Irby, & Langman, 1994). As this section detailed, there are circumstances
which help adolescents to be successful such as participation in extracurricular activities
(Browns & Evans, 2002), church attendance, the presence of relatives who completed
high school (Williams et. al, 2002), positive relationships with fathers (Grant et. al,
2000), informal mentors and role models (Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2003), and parents
who offer specific support for academics (Gutman & McLloyd, 2000). The next section
highlights racial identity, another factor in the success of Black adolescents.
Racial Identity Development and Black Adolescents
Identity formation is one of the most prominent developmental tasks for
adolescents (Swanson, et. al, 1998). For Black adolescents this developmental task
includes establishing a racial identity (Phinney & Rosenthal, 1992; Phinney, Cantu, &
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Kurtz, 1997; Plummer, 1995; Roberts, Phinney, Masse, Chen, Roberts, & Romero, 1999;
Stevenson, 1995; Ward, 1990). Racial identity is defined as, “the sense of group or
collective identity based on one’s perception that he or she shares a common racial
heritage with a particular racial group” (Helms, 1990, p.3). Not to be confused with racial
categorization (i.e. Caucasian, Hispanic, Native American), racial identity is the quality
or manner of one’s identification with his or her racial group. A person can be a member
of a racial group but not identify with or feel connected to their race (Helms, 1990).
According to Phinney, et. al (1997), “ethnic identity is clearly one important contributor
to adolescents’ sense of self” (p.182). Outside social forces such as peers, school and
work settings “demand that Black adolescents establish a position on their connection
with their race” (Plummer, 1995, p.172). The task of developing a healthy racial identity
may be complex because it involves consideration of issues such as prejudice, media
misperceptions, institutional racism, stereotypes or discrimination, which inhibit
aspirations (Constantine & Blackmon, 2002; Ward, 1990).
Developing a healthy racial identity is beneficial for early adolescents’
psychological and social well-being, and is positively related to other aspects of their
lives (Roberts, et. al, 1999). Research indicates that when Black adolescents have positive
opinions of their race, they experience high self-esteem and enhanced peer relationships
(Constantine & Blackmon, 2002; Phinney, Kantu, & Kurtz, 1997; Stevenson, 1995),
lower levels of stress and decreased chances of participation in delinquent behavior
(McCreary, Best, & Garmezy, 1996), and verbal resolution of conflicts as opposed to
physical fighting (Arbona, Houston, McCoy, & Blakely, 1999). Spencer and her
colleagues (2001) found that Black adolescents with high self-esteem and academic
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achievement endorsed Afrocentricity, indicating a positive racial identity. Roberts et. al.
(1999) found that ethnic identity was positively related to measures of coping, selfesteem, and optimism, and negatively related to measures of loneliness and depression.
For White adolescents, developing a racial identity may not be as important a
developmental task, though there is an emergence of research studies on “Whiteness”
(Lewis, 2002; Richardson & Villenas, 2000). Studies indicate that when White youth are
asked about their race or ethnicity, they usually do not think about how their race impacts
their everyday lives because, as members of the dominant group in America, their ethnic
identity is secure and may be taken for granted (Lewis, 2000; Martinez & Dukes, 1997;
Phinney, Cantu, & Kurtz, 1997). Martinez and Dukes (1997) conducted a study on the
effects of ethnic identity, ethnicity, and gender on adolescent well being for White,
Native American, Hispanic, and Black American participants. Their results indicated that
White participants had the lowest ethnic identity, but scored highly on measures of wellbeing. Overall, for minority participants, ethnic identity was more salient, while many
White participants reported they have no ethnic heritage. Phinney, et. al (1997) surveyed
Latino, Black and White adolescents on measures of self-esteem, American identity, and
ethnic identity. They found that only White students identified with their American
identity, and most minority students were ambivalent about American identity because
they felt it equated to Whiteness.
Many attitudes of racial identity among Black adolescents can be attributed to
racial socialization, messages and strategies used by parents to teach their children about
Black American culture and prepare them for potential hostility (Constantine &
Blackmon, 2002; Miller, 1999; Stevenson, 1995). Effective knowledge from parents
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protects adolescents from negative stereotypes, racism, discrimination, and media
misrepresentations (Miller, 1999). Constantine & Blackmon’s (2002) study on the effects
of racial socialization indicates that Black adolescents who receive reinforcement
messages about cultural pride from their parents have high levels of self-esteem at home,
school, and with their peers. Marshall (1995) reports that children with parents who
discuss race-related issues have a more positive racial identity; they question, rather than
accept, racist practices and attitudes.
Researchers have developed theoretical models to understand how Black
Americans understand and express their racial identity. Of these models, Cross’s (1978,
1991) Nigrescence theory “represents a comprehensive statement of Black racial identity
development and offers a framework for understanding adolescent racial identity”
(Plummer, 1995, p. 168). This theoretical model is the basis for the Racial Identity
Attitude Scale, RIAS-B (Helms & Parham, 1985). The RIAS is the predecessor for the
RIA-B, the measurement tool for Black racial identity used in the present study.
Cross Scale of Nigrescence
Cross (1978, 1991) developed the Nigrescence theory to describe how Black
Americans develop their racial identity. Nigrescence, a French term which means “to
become Black,” explains Cross’s belief that an individual’s acceptance of Black racial
identity evolves through a progression of stages. This process begins with a Black
person’s perception that Black culture is deficient by comparison to the dominant culture
and ends with this person feeling secure with his or her race and able to appreciate people
from other races. There are four stages of development in this racial identification process
- Preencounter, Encounter, Immersion/Emersion, and Internalization (Cross, 1978, 1991).
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Preencounter occurs when a Black person identifies with a dominant frame of
reference and denigrates a Black worldview. This individual feels that White culture is
superior to Black culture and takes measures to separate from the Black culture. This
person believes White people have achieved because of extraordinary effort and Black
people do not make enough effort to excel. This person adopts an inflexible belief in
individualism and a just world even when presented evidence of the opposite. He or she
lacks political awareness and prefers to think of America in terms of a “colorless” or
“colorblind” society. Successful Black people in this stage may reject unsuccessful Black
people because they feel their values and behaviors are extremely different. This period
precedes discovery of racial identity (Cross, 1978, 1991).
An individual in the Encounter stage begins to develop a Black identity in
response to a race-related incident which may be as common as overhearing a racial slur
from a White acquaintance who was formerly viewed to be non-racist. As a result, the
person makes a conscious decision to explore their Black identity. The individual
abandons the previous worldview that the dominant culture is superior. This stage is
uncomfortable because it leaves the individual without any identity. Described as an
“identity shattering something,” (Helms, 1990, p. 20), the Encounter stage may be the
person’s first acknowledgment of his or her Black identity. A person in this stage rejects
previous identification with White culture and now views the world from a Black
perspective (Cross, 1978, 1991).
The Immersion/Emersion stage involves a Black person taking ownership of his
or her racial identity through two phases. During the Immersion stage, the individual is
engaged in superficial expressions of Blackness, and this person judges other Black
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people according to the way they conform to these superficial standards. The Black
orientation of an individual in this stage is externally defined. This individual may “act
Black” in stereotypical ways such as listening to certain music, using certain jargon, or
wearing certain clothes and hairstyles which are unique to Black culture. Their Black
ascribed identity supersedes their individual personality. Thus, this person may
experience a personal loss of self in attempts to adopt an idealized Black identity. This
person is generally angry at themselves for their former lack of knowledge about Black
culture. Additionally, the individual is angry with Black people who do not identify with
Black culture, and angry with White people for their role in racial oppression (Cross,
1978, 1991).
During Emersion, the person’s anger subsides as they become involved in
activities that educate them about Blackness. These activities may include political
discussions, befriending other Black people, and having conversations with older Black
people about their experiences as a Black person in America. The individual now moves
from a romanticized view about Black culture and is able to examine its strengths and
weaknesses. This person no longer accepts an external definition of Blackness, as they
begin to define, conceptualize, and emerge from this stage with his or her personal
definition of being Black (Cross, 1978, 1991).
The Internalization stage involves a resolution of the confusion surrounding racial
identity. Not only does the Black person have peace about their racial identity, the
individual is also able to appreciate other racial groups and maintain effective crosscultural communication. The person in the Internalization stage merges his or her
personal identity with the Black identity and does not blindly adhere to external
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definitions of Blackness. The individual recognizes the existence of racism yet he or she
embraces multiculturalism and maintains relationships with White people and people of
other races (Cross, 1978, 1991).
Extending the concepts of Cross’s Nigrescence model, Phinney (1990) defines
three stages of racial identity development for adolescents. During the first stage, racial
identity remains unexamined and race-related attitudes reflect an adoption of parent’s
racial socialization messages, or acceptance of society’s stereotypes. Similar to the PreEncounter stage, there is no attempt to examine racial identity, however if socialization
messages about Black racial identity are positive, the adolescent will have an unexplored,
yet positive view about Blackness. The second stage involves ethnic identity search,
characterized by a crisis and followed by exploration of ethnic identity. This stage is
similar to the Encounter stage where an individual is confronted with a racist incident and
begins to examine feelings about being Black. The final stage is a resolution of conflicts
about racial identity. The adolescent may choose to adopt society’s values, adopt their
parent’s values, or accept their ethnic group’s values, similar to the Immersion stage.
Phinney again deviates from Cross’s (1978, 1991) model in her description of the
resolution stage. In the Cross model, Internalization or the stage of resolution, accepting
external opinions about race is not characteristic. Rather, instead feelings about race
reflect an achievement of internal reconciliation.
Many researchers contend that early adolescents have not begun to engage in a
solid examination of their race, and that their attitudes, therefore, are indicative of their
parent’s racial socialization messages (Marcia, 1980; Phinney, 1989; Plummer, 1995,
1996; Spencer, 1982). Parham (1989) agrees, suggesting that manifestations of racial
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identity in childhood and adolescence reflect parent’s messages. She asserts that true
ownership of racial identity does not occur until late adolescence or early adulthood.
Plummer (1995) differs with others on the issue of racial identity formation, suggesting
that racial identity may not be central to adolescent development. Results from her study
on racial identity indicated that most Black middle class adolescents in a predominately
White private school endorsed Internalization attitudes. She attributes their views to
premature and idealized thinking rather than a true analysis of racial identity because of
egocentrism, narrow worldviews, and limited life experiences. She feels if they ever had
racial contentions, they are most likely stabilized during childhood (Plummer, 1995). In
another study of racial identity among adolescents, Plummer (1996) found again that
early adolescents reported Internalization attitudes, but late adolescents were at the stage
of Encounter. She attributes these results to different levels of maturity and variations of
experiences. Early adolescents are too young and inexperienced to make a serious
analysis about race. Late adolescents, on the other hand, have likely been exposed to one
or more race related incidents that would cause them to consider their feelings about race.
Other researchers recognize adolescence as a time to examine attitudes towards
racial and ethnic identity (Phinney & Tarver, 1988; Roberts, et. al, 1999; Stevenson,
1995; Tatum, 1997; Ward, 1990). Roberts, et. al. (1999) maintains that ethnic identity is a
critical component of self-concept, particularly during adolescence. Tatum (1997) reports
that although young children of different races socialize with ease, these cross-race
associations are less frequent in adolescence. During this time, adolescents begin to
question their identity and the meanings of being members of different races. Often, this
questioning results in race-segregated socialization activities and peer groups. Phinney
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and Tarver (1988) found that eight grade adolescents in a culturally diverse school had
considered effects of their race on the future, discussed these issues with friends and
family, and were attempting to learn more about their own racial groups.
For Black adolescents, establishing a position on race is an essential component
of identity development (Constantine & Blackmon, 2002; Phinney & Rosenthal, 1992;
Phinney, et. al, 1997; Plummer, 1995; Roberts, et. al, 1999; Stevenson, 1995; Ward,
1990). Racial socialization messages from parents, school environment, social class, and
experiences with racism or discrimination affect adolescents’ understanding of being a
Black person in America (Constantine & Blackmon, 2002; Marshall, 1995; Miller, 1999;
Stevenson, 1995). Because many researchers do not believe adolescents are capable of a
mature reflection on about their race, there are few research studies on adolescents and
racial identity (Plummer, 1995). Examinations of racial identity among Black adolescents
that do exist have primarily been conducted through ethnographic studies.
Black Students Strategizing Academic Success and Racial Identity
Ethnographic studies have shed light on the wide-ranging experiences of highachieving minority students. While some studies indicate that Black students experience
tension between academic achievement and racial identity (Hemmings, 1998; Horvat &
Antonio, 1999; Nasir & Saxe, 2003; Schultz, 1999), other studies indicate they engage in
a wide range of strategies as they pursue and attain academic success (Cousins, 1999;
Hemmings, 1996; Hubbard, 1999; Reis & Diaz, 1999; Schultz, 1999). These strategies
often do not include behavior that is contentious, oppositional, conformist, or resistant,
rather many students coalesce their academic, racial, and social identities in ways that do
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not directly challenge the status quo. This section describes the behaviors and attitudes of
Black students as they strategize their academic pursuits and their racial identity.
In a comparative study of high achievers at two schools, Hemmings (1996) found
mixed results about how participants expressed their racial identity and academic success.
The two schools differed in diversity of student body, curriculum, and socioeconomic
status levels. Lincoln High is a college preparatory school with a middle class, ethnically
mixed population. Norwood High is an urban school with a predominately Black, lower
class student body. Results indicate that school environment, socioeconomic status, and
level of diversity within the student population largely influence the images Black high
achieving students portray. Social differences are further explored by Horvat, Weininger,
& Lareau (2003) who describes thee differing relationships which occur as a result of
socioeconomic status.
The Black high achieving students at Lincoln, the college preparatory school, are
model students. They described themselves as “preps” because they all desire to attend
college. In fact, among these students, high social standing depends largely on high
academic achievement (Kennedy, 1995). One participant upheld high academic standards
while simultaneously maintaining connections with his working class peers. He became a
National Merit Scholar and was recruited by Harvard and Howard Universities. He also
spoke Black slang (Fordham, 1999; Ogbu, 1999; Perry & Delpit, 1998) and listened to
rap music. This participant was successful in academic endeavors and remained
connected to his Black peers who did not pursue such goals.
Serena, described as a “poised, articulate teenager who pulled her selves together
into a well-integrated whole…middle class-Black-female-scholar identity” (Hemmings,
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1998, p. 37), successfully merged her racial identity and academic aspirations. Her school
projects reflected racial pride. For example, she conducted research on her Nigerian
ancestors and read books by Black female authors. Serena’s mother instilled positive
racial socialization messages (Constantine & Blackmon, 2002; Miller, 1999; Stevenson,
1995), taught her to become self-sufficient, college educated, and to delay marriage and
motherhood until she reached her career goals. Serena was comfortable in both worlds of
school and home due to the congruency of values that simultaneously stress academic
success and positive racial identity. Also, her strong family support undergirded, rather
than undermined her academic aspirations.
Trevor, another Black high achiever at Lincoln, was not fortunate to have
compatible home and school values (Hemmings, 1998). At home, his working class
family did not reinforce principles he attributed to success. His brothers urged him to be
like other Black people and accused him of selling out when he spoke standard English.
He describes his parents as hard-working but backwards, and explained that he learned
nothing at home that would help him get through college. Though he expressed academic
ambitions at school, at home these ambitions were not supported; in fact, they were
criticized.
Hemmings (1998) describes a very different experience for the high achieving
students at Norwood High, the urban school with an all-Black population. Like
participants in Fordham & Ogbu’s (1986) study, these students adhered to norms of
fictive kinship. They viewed academic success as a collective goal, and individualism
was not encouraged. The students created large cheating networks and for high achievers
to gain social acceptance, they had to share their schoolwork with their low-achieving
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and underachieving peers. Eliza, a high achieving student, engaged in a strategy
described as “self-fragmentation” (Hemmings, 1998). She was ostracized because she
refused to cheat; however, she maintained a strong position on race. She stressed that
Black students need to “act Black” by the use of certain language, clothing, and
movements and should not associate with or behave like White people. She did, however,
suggest that this style was inappropriate for school because when she left home she had
to “change her style to be a classy lady” (Hemmings, 1998, p.359). This statement
indicates her feelings that her Black style or the style she uses at home lacked the
sufficient “class” for school. Though she stressed that Black people should “act Black”
and maintained her personal sense of what acting Black entailed, she did not “act Black”
by her peer’s standards and suffered immensely for her refusal to cheat.
Cousins’ (1999) ethnography also revealed mixed results about Black students
who are academically successful. Two participants in his study employ multidimensional
strategies in their academic success. Mack, a “tough guy” who lived in an impoverished
urban community, finished school at the top of his class. He believed, as did many of his
classmates, that education is controlled by White people, but is key for Black people to
gain both individual and collective independence. Mack felt he had to be tough to live in
his neighborhood and smart to get out. Describing academic success as a tool to “fight the
White man,” he maintained loyalty to the Black community through achieving in school.
Shonna, another academically successful student who lived in public housing, also
engaged in dual activities. She spoke standard English, graduated near the top of her
senior class, and pursued higher education. Additionally, she spoke Black vernacular and
dressed in ethnic clothing such as hoop earrings, colorful attire, and backwards caps.
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These findings are contrary to “the theory of acting White” (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986),
and suggest a transition is underway in attitudes toward academic achievement in the
Black community.
High achieving urban female students in Reis and Diaz’s study (1999)
exemplified a variety of strategies to express their academic and ethnic identities. The
participants included three African-American females, three Caucasian females, and three
Hispanic females enrolled in honors classes at a culturally diverse school. While one
Hispanic female reported being called a “conceited nerd” by peers who were not in
honors classes, there was no evidence of accusations of “acting White.” On the other
hand, Claire, a Black high achieving female student, was teased by peers who labeled her
“the African-American person getting all A’s” (p.439). She did, however, persist in her
academic pursuits. These students chose to socialize exclusively with each other to
protect each other from hurtful peer remarks. They also created strategies to facilitate and
secure their academic success; they avoided romantic involvement, supported other highachieving students, participated in extracurricular activities, and pursued college and
career goals.
Hubbard (1999) details strategies of thirty high achieving, low-income Black
students who participate in AVID (Advancement via Individual Determination), a selfcontained honors program. Prior to being in AVID, some of these students were not on
the college track; in fact, counselors dissuaded them from taking honors courses.
Fortunately, a teacher recognized their potential and suggested they enroll in AVID,
which provided their social and academic support. Driven by the desire for stable careers
and the fear that future husbands may not be economically dependable, the female
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participants chose to pursue four-year colleges and made good grades to achieve this
goal. Their parents encouraged these goals, and the participants were keenly aware that
romantic involvement was detrimental to future success. In fact, they developed an
adversarial relationship with males, because they did not want pregnancies to deter their
dreams. Similar to findings by Reis and Dias (1999), the Hubbard study reveals the
participants were not concerned with “acting White” (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986). Their
academic achievement was indicative of class, rather than race influences, as they desired
to attend college and become financially independent. Their membership in AVID
provided a circle of peers with similar pursuits who placed prime importance on school.
Black pregnant and parenting female participants in Schultz’ (1999) study
develop an identity similar to what Fuller (1980) described as the mischievous academic
sisterhood. While they refused to participate in school activities or display their efforts to
achieve, they believed academic success was important. One such participant, Keisha,
recognized the importance of education and expressed excitement about school; however,
she missed class often. When she did attend, she expressed her opinions angrily and
defiantly, and challenged her teachers. She acknowledged the need to improve her speech
by using more standard English and less Black slang; however, she claimed that she
intended to continue to speak slang after her speech improved. Keshia’s knowledge of the
importance of education and speaking properly while firmly holding on to Black slang
indicates her desire to retain aspects of her Black identity while pursuing academic
success (Fordham, 1999; Ogbu, 1999; Perry & Delpit, 1998). Despite her lack of school
engagement, Keisha did succeed. Eventually, she graduated from high school and
attended a four-year college.
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High achieving, Black female, middle-class students at a predominately White
elite private high school admitted the need to alter their identity to fit in (Horvat &
Antonio, 1999). The school norms, values, and traditions were so different that they felt
alienated; one participant reported she had to “check herself” at the school door. Most of
the White students had cars and maids, and their parents paid full tuition at the school.
When the Black female students received scholarships to attend universities, they felt
resentment from their faculty and peers who openly discussed affirmative action in
unfavorable terms. These girls purposely surrender their sense of racial identification by
altering their speech patterns and listening to music they did not enjoy. Though the
mother of one participant was aware that different environments, such as church, school,
and home, require different personas, she lamented her daughter’s pain. As she described,
“It’s stressful. It’s a difference, a real difference of vocabulary; it’s a difference of
standards. It’s culturally night and day” (Horvat & Antonio, 1999, p.334). These
participants were not in an all-Black setting, but they knowingly adopted patterns of
“acting White” in order to be successful (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986).
Research on Black gifted students also supports the confounding effects of racial
identification and academic achievement (Ford, 1995; Ford & Harris, 1997; Grantham &
Ford, 1998). These students often sabotaged their achievement to gain acceptance from
peers. Identification of gifted Black females is often difficult for school administrators,
because they do not usually fit the profile of a good student. While they have high
standardized test scores, they may have low grade point averages or they withdraw from
honors courses to avoid perceptions of “acting White” (Ford, 1995). Accordingly, Ford &
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Harris (1997) found that forty percent of Black students in five school districts are
underachievers.
In the case of Danisha, a Black female gifted student, the theories of
underachievement are examined (Grantham & Ford, 1998). Though she had high
standardized test scores, she was retained in the third grade due to her low class
performance. When she entered eighth grade, she was officially identified as gifted and
placed in the advanced program, to her dismay. Danisha admitted that she chose not to
appear smart in her regular classes. She avoided accusations of “acting White” by
limiting social interaction with White classmates when she was near her Black friends.
Grantham and Ford (1998) describe this tension as a “bicultural dilemma – trying to
adapt and fit in with Caucasian students in one environment, and risking rejection by
African American peers” (p. 99).
Black students engage in a variety of experiences as they express their academic
engagement and racial identity. Often, the socioeconomic status and racial composition
of the school affects the means in which they express pride or embarrassment of their
educational abilities. Evidence of Fordham & Ogbu’s (1986) theory is more prevalent in
predominately Black environments (Hemmings, 1998; Schultz, 1999), though that is not
always the case (Cousins, 1999). As Horvat & Antonio (1999) note, race and class have
consistently played significant roles in shaping both Black students’ school experiences
and their educational outcomes. In schools with a multicultural population and a variety
of economic levels, academic success is viewed as adherence to class rather than race
standards and as a means for economic gain (Flores - Gonzales, 1999; Hebert & Rias,
1999; Hemmings, 1998; Hubbard, 1999). Additionally, students may be high achievers
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and maintain affiliation with their Black identity without tension, and “acting White” is
not a hindrance to academic success (Cousins, 1999; Hemmings, 1998).
Though Black female students are the focus of the present study, it is helpful to
acknowledge other students often experience a similar tension between academic success
and positive identity. The following section describes educational experiences of other
students to highlight the parallels and distinctions that occur due to race, class, or gender.
Educational Experiences of Other Ethnically and Culturally Diverse Students
In the classic study on British male working class high school students, Willis
(1977) discovered that school norms of achievement were in opposition with values that
were encouraged at home. By choosing to resist school knowledge, the participants
reproduced their family’s cycle of working in factories. School authorities viewed the
students counter school culture as evidence of failure; however, the students felt
successful because they maintained friendships with their peers and achieved their own
goals of attaining a factory job. They shunned school because it was not necessary
preparation for the futures they desired.
Navajo participants in Deyhle and Frank’s (1995) study expressed similar
sentiments to British working class males (Willis, 1977). They describe tension between
students’ lives on the reservation and demands resulting from educational practices.
School was irrelevant to their everyday lives and the focus on individual efforts to
succeed contradicted Navajo norms about the as group important. The community
provided support to family members who dropped out of school due to pregnancy or who
chose not to pursue an education because their primary focus was the family. Navajo
females did seek higher education, it was for community growth. They attended schools
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nearby and used their advanced education to help others instead of for economic
independence.
Shields (1999) describes different experiences for Navajo students who attend an
urban school and do not live on reservations. These students “demonstrate clearly their
desire to maintain close allegiance to their home language and culture, while finding
ways to achieve success in the wider world” (Shields, 1999, p.106). They did not desire
to choose between Navajo and White culture and valued elements of each. These students
viewed academic success as an extension of themselves rather than an externally imposed
attribute and realized that their Navajo culture did not reject academic achievement.
Nieto (1994) interviewed Vietnamese, Jewish, Lebanese, Puerto Rican, biracial,
Mexican, and Black students who are academically successful. Although they were clear
about the importance of their culture, they reported a disconnection between their home
and school lives due to religious, linguistic, and political incompatibilities. The
participants expressed pride in their ethnic identities and academic achievement, and did
not report accusations of “acting White.” They did, however, recognize and express
dissatisfaction that schooling structures and policies did not affirm their cultures and
ethnicities. Their backgrounds and experiences, they felt, were missing in the curriculum,
textbooks, and extracurricular activities of their schools. The participants who did not
speak English as their primary language struggled to maintain their identities and spoke
only English, even in conversations with their friends, in order to assimilate. Overall, the
students felt a cultural ambivalence, not due to shame in their ethnicity, but because of
debilitating messages they felt the school and the larger society perpetuated.
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Flores-Gonzales (1999) found that the Spanish speaking, Puerto Rican high
achievers did not experience tension with their academic engagement and racial identity.
She interviewed eleven high achievers and twenty-two low achievers to determine their
views on academic success and ethnicity. They did not associate school success with
“Whiteness.” In fact, they felt their Puerto Rican and American identities are not
mutually exclusive or in opposition, and their activities reflect such sentiments. The highachievers spoke Spanish at school, celebrated traditional holidays, and maintained close
ties with their low-achieving Puerto Rican friends.
Mexican-American participants in Foley’s (1991) study largely adhered to school
sanctioned behaviors of academic engagement so they could become members of the
middle class and obtain good careers. These Spanish-speaking students did not express
ambivalence about their ethnic identity and academic achievement, and did not devalue
their race to get ahead in school. Described as a “bicultural generation” (Foley, 1991, p.
80), they had the ability to communicate and thrive in both the Mexican and American
cultures. Thus, like the participants in the Hemmings’ (1996), Cousins’ (1999), and
Flores-Gonzales’ (1999) studies, academic success for these students was linked to
economic gain and ethnic identification was not at issue.
Quiroz (2001), on the other hand, found school to be a “confusing and punishing
experience” for eighth grade Puerto Rican and Mexican students. Described as “school
sponsored silencing,” many teachers reprimanded these students harshly and treated them
unfairly by yelling, being mean, or displaying indifference. While many participants
expressed pride in their identity at home or in social arenas, they often did not experience
pride in the school setting. Some participants who looked like they were White did not
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acknowledge their ethnic identity at school for fear that people would stereotype them
even though they received positive racial socialization messages from their families
(Constantine & Blackmon, 2002; Miller, 1999). According to one student,
My family has taught me to be proud of what I am and where I am from.
Sometimes I do not tell people I am Puerto Rican especially if they cannot tell
because I know that many people do not like us or think we are very smart
(p.343).
Many students who wanted to be successful in school reported that they denied their
ethnicity by not speaking Spanish, identifying themselves as American, ,and distancing
themselves from aspects of Mexican culture (Armenda`riz, 2000). Students who chose
not to conform disengaged from school activities, developed oppositional behaviors, or
simply dropped out.
Chapter Conclusion
Research on the identities of ethnically and culturally diverse students has
produced wide-ranging results. Since the Fordham and Ogbu (1986) article was published
almost two decades ago, evidence is mixed regarding the pursuit of academic success by
minority students and positive racial or ethnic identity. Some research provide evidence
that students continue to struggle with taunts of acting White when they succeed in
school (Armenda`riz, 2000; Grantham & Ford, 1998; Hemmings, 1996; Horvat &
Antonio, 1999). Other research, however, indicates that the tension between academic
success and ethnic identity is not profound for many Black and other ethnic minority
students (Cousins, 1999; Hemmings, 1998; Hubbard, 1999; Schultz, 1999). The research
also provides mixed results regarding the manner in which students express their ethnic
identities when they are academically successful. The trend, however, appears to be
moving toward viewing success as a middle class, not racial, trait and a way to ensure
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economic survival in the face of hardship (Cousins, 1999; Flores-Gonzales, 1999;
Schultz; 1999). Regardless of their socioeconomic class or peer group influences, many
minority students value education and attend college, secure a career, and achieve
economic advancement (Cousins, 1999; Hemmings, 1996; Hubbard, 1999; Reis & Dias,
1999; Shields, 1999).
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CHAPTER THREE
METHODOLOGY
The present study explores the experiences of Black female students who are both
academically successful and have a positive racial identity. This research focus is
consistent with recommendations by Mecee and Kurtz-Costes (2001) who explain that
prior research is limited by a prevailing emphasis on risk factors that prevent urban
students from achievement and suggest that more studies be conducted that highlight
success. Students of color in urban schools are often marginalized due to the silencing,
distortion, and lack of representation of their successful experiences in educational
research (Solo`rzano & Yossi, 2002)
In designing the present study, the recommendation of Wong and Rowley (2001)
to use a mixed methods approach was utilized because a combination of quantitative and
qualitative methods improves the sensitivity of research on minority children. By
complementing each other, various data collection methods and sources help to describe
and explain results in a more comprehensive manner. Also mixed methods allow for
more enriching sources of data collection and strengthen the reliability of the study
through triangulation (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998).
According to Tashakkori and Teddlie (2003), “mixed methods designs incorporate
techniques from both the quantitative and qualitative research traditions yet combine
them in unique ways to answer research questions that could not be answered in any
other way” (p. x).
The central phenomenon explored in the present study is the causes of academic
success and positive racial identity among Black female students attending an urban
middle school. The questions that guide the study primarily focus on the participants’
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views of their identity, including their academic success. To complement this data,
observation and interview data were collected, including interviews with the girls’
parents/guardians, teachers, and school administrators. The research questions are: (1) To
what experiences and/or life circumstances do Black, academically successful, female
students attribute their academic success? (2) To what experiences and/or life
circumstances do these students attribute their positive racial identity? (3) What specific
experiences and/or life circumstances of these students can be observed in their home,
community, and school that appear to contribute to their academic success and positive
racial identity?
The study occurred in two phases, each of which is discussed below. In
examining these phases, Chapter Three acquaints the reader with the research context, the
design of the study including sampling, instrumentation, and methods of data collection
and analysis. This chapter also includes a comparison table of prior studies that utilized
the RIAS-B, (McDermott & Spencer, 1996), the instrument used for Phase I data
collection. Because the RIAS-B was used to identify participants for Phase II, the
quantitative results from the RIAS-B are detailed in this chapter.
Research Context
Urban Middle Magnet School (UMMS), a pseudonym, was the site for the present
study. I chose this site because of it location, its on-going relationship with the college of
education in a nearby university, and its student demography. The school, slated for
demolition at the close of the 2003-2004 academic year, was located in an urban area of a
mid-sized southern city. In spring 2004, when the data were collected, the student
population of 429 students included 147 sixth graders, 145 seventh graders, and 137
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eighth graders. Enrollment substantially decreased during that school year, with 115 of
the students enrolled at the start of the school year either transferring or dropping out.
The racial composition of the student body was 88% Black, 9% White, 2% Asian, and
1% other. Eighty-one percent of the students received free or reduced-price lunch.
Students at UMMS participated in one of three academic programs; a regular education
program, serving 62% of the students; a special education program for students identified
as resource, autistic, hearing impaired, and/or behavior disordered, serving 11% of the
students; and a magnet program designed for students talented in the visual and
performing arts, serving 27% of the students (UMMS Improvement Plan, 2003). To be
admitted to the magnet program, students needed a grade point average (GPA) of 2.5 or
above, which they had maintained during the previous five semesters. Students who were
not in the magnet program are known as “regular,” “magnet prep,” or “traditional.” Most
school personnel describe these students as “traditional.” Most of the students describe
them as “regulars.”
The physical campus of UMMS was beautifully landscaped with flowers and
large trees. There was a gated parking area for teachers, and a welcome sign that read,
“Welcome to UMMS, a School of Academic Excellence.” In the front office, the
administrative assistant greeted every student, parent, and teacher by name, and was
patient with everyone who approached her desk. Despite my steady barrage of questions,
she always allowed me to sit and observe the almost constant flow of visitors. As she
became familiar with me, she asked me questions about my research project and my
personal life. Adding to the pleasant ambience of the office staff, attractive potted plants
decorated the foyer. At the end of the school year, I was touched when the principal gave
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me as a keepsake her favorite plant, a thirty-year-old palm tree she had taken with her to
every school at which she worked. Her gift had meaning to me beyond measure not only
because of the relationships I established during the six months the data were gathered at
UMMS, but also because of the impending demolition of the buildings.
The students at UMMS were at-risk academically for a number of reasons
associated with their home and community environments. Most students lived near the
school in a downtown, inner city area known for its high incidence of crime, teen
pregnancy, latchkey children, and single parent households. Students walked from home
to school, traveled through areas with abandoned and vandalized buildings, some of
which were crack houses and hangouts for drug abusers and prostitutes. As a
consequence, many UMMS students were victims of crime, witnesses to criminal
activity, or had incarcerated relatives. Elderly family members provided the guardianship
for the many students whose birth parents were unable to care for them and, when
necessary, for children of the students themselves. Other students contributed to the
financial support of their family, taking odd jobs or becoming involved in criminal
activity, especially those under the age of sixteen, the minimum legal age for
employment. Still others provided care for their families and assumed parenting
responsibilities for younger siblings (UMMS Improvement Plan, 2003).
Criminal activity was common at UMMS and in the surrounding neighborhood. I
was victimized when my car was broken into one day during data collection. I was
unharmed, though a bit shaken. However, most notable about this experience was the
participants’ non-response to the occurrence of such activity at their school and in their
neighborhood. After the incident occurred, they walked home while I worried that
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someone out there would hurt them. They refused my offers to give them rides home,
noting that my experience was not a remarkable event in their lives. The following entry
was made in my field notes that day.
03/24/04, Field Notes
Today my car got broken into. It reinforced the fact that this is a dangerous area. As I
watched my two pals [study participants] walk home, I realized how courageous they are
without even knowing it.
After hearing about the incident with my vehicle, school administrators were
extremely apologetic and helpful, offering to pay for the damages and providing me and
the student teachers at the school with a secure parking spot where teachers, instead of
visitors, park. The police became more visible, closely guarding the school for the
remainder of that week and stepping up patrols for the remainder of the school year. In
addition, UMMS students who heard about the vandalism promised that they would “get”
the person who committed the crime – further evidence of the culture in which these
children lived. In a sense, I became a poster child for common crime, but I felt positive
that police presence increased around the campus, even under such circumstances.
Another description of the socio-cultural context of UMMS involves the impact
of gang activity on the community from which the students came. The school is located
between railroad tracks that divide the larger neighborhood into areas associated with two
gangs, the Tops and the Bottoms. Many UMMS students are affiliated with these gangs
primarily through older siblings and other relatives who are actually members of these
gangs. Students refer to their classmates according to their home location, such as, “She
from the Top,” or “We don’t mess with Bottom boys!” Students’ notebooks, lockers, and
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personal diaries list classmates who are in each of these groups. Though they maintained
that there was no animosity between students of each separate neighborhood, they knew
the acronym, BOTTOM LIFE, meant “Best Opportunity To Thug Or Mug, Love It For
Ever.” To minimize the occurrence of discipline problems and violence within the school,
students were forbidden to accessorize their school uniform with red or blue bandanas,
items that reputedly distinguished gang membership (Anderson, 1999). Another strict
measure taken to maintain campus safety was to ban students attending other schools
from attend UMMS events.
In the face of this bleak context, conflict between the members of Tops and the
Bottoms led to community efforts to prevent neighborhood crime. Every year, the
community sponsored the Bottom Bash, a social event geared toward community
development and unification. This event has evolved from grassroots efforts of a few
concerned citizens into a holistic celebration complete with a health fair, voter
registration drive, corporate sponsors, and a concert featuring local artists.
As noted above, the 2003-2004 was the last year the UMMS facility would exist.
Agreements pursuant to the court settlement of a long-standing desegregation suit
required demolition of the old school, construction of a new facility on the same site, and
the transfer of UMMS students to other schools. Typical of details attending such
agreements (Ladson-Billings, 2004), the mostly White magnet students, who were bussed
to UMMS from other neighborhoods, were able to maintain friendships they established
at UMMS by choosing to transfer en masse to another school. The traditional students of
color who lived in the UMMS neighborhood were distributed to schools throughout the
geographically large school district. Thus, many of these students will not attend school
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with their friends. When the new UMMS facility opens, it will be exclusively a magnet
school. Traditional students from the UMMS neighborhood who are not enrolled in the
magnet program will be the bussed schools in other areas; they will not be able to attend
the newly constructed school.
Many traditional students expressed disappointment about the school district’s
decision to build a new school in their neighborhood that they were prohibited from
attending. Adding to the frustration, funds had been expended the prior year to remodel
student bathrooms and the foyer with beautiful tile floors and elaborate fixtures. One
student’s comment expressed the dissatisfaction of others when she said, “They taking
our school and making it better for them.” Teachers too voiced disagreement with the
district decision to distribute neighborhood students throughout the district while
designating the new school for magnet students only. Teachers were also dismayed with
the district for remodeling the bathrooms the year before destroying the entire complex.
Commenting that it was a waste of taxpayer’s money, they claimed that the renovations
were meant to appease the parents of magnet students before the total demolition.
After data collection was complete and demolition was underway, I visited
UMMS. Construction workers at the site commented that they were told to destroy the
entire building and its contents. Despite the extensive demolition at the time of my visit,
school, desks, clothing items, books, and computers could be seen in the wreckage. The
construction workers also said that the site had been vandalized resulting in over $4,000
of damage to their trucks and other equipment. They suggested that local residents, more
than likely children, were upset about the school closing and vandalized the vehicles.
These workers also commented that the closing could have been handled in a more
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sensitive manner and that valuable items mentioned above could have been donated to
raise money for the school district or the community (personal communication,
November 29, 2004).
Phase I: Participant Selection
As noted, the present study occurred in two phases. Prior to the beginning of the
study, I contacted a research coordinator at UMMS who works with student teachers and
researchers from a nearby university. She and the principal agreed to the study and
provided contacts at the local school board to obtain written permission to conduct the
study within their district (see Appendix B). It was not until I received approval from
UMMS that I sought approval from the district. Upon receiving the district approval, the
UMMS principal allowed me to attend a faculty meeting to explain the research study,
the purpose for selecting their site, and my level of involvement with the school. Most
teachers were familiar with researchers at their school, so they asked questions, provided
suggestions, and developed a schedule to enable me to begin Phase I data collection.
Phase I involved the collection of quantitative data from Black female sixth and
seventh graders at UMMS using the Racial Identity Attitude Scale, version B (RIAS-B)
(McDermott & Spencer, 1996). Students eligible to complete the RIAS-B had to be
classified as Black, female, and in the sixth or seventh grade. Students who were White,
male, and/or in the eighth grade were ineligible to complete the RIAS-B for the purposes
of this study. In order for data collection to be race-neutral, the MEIM (Phinney, 1997)
was administered to the female students who are not Black. That scales measures ethnic
identity for adolescents, regardless of race.
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Instrumentation: The Racial Identity Attitude Scale (RIAS-B)
The RIAS-B (McDermott & Spencer, 1996) measures the racial identity attitudes
of Black people in correspondence with the Cross Scale of Nigrescence (Cross, 1978;
1991) discussed in Chapter Two. Because the original RIAS was developed and normed
for a college age sample (Helms & Parham, 1985), the scale used for the present study
was a version of the RIAS modified by McDermott and Spencer (1996) specifically for
adolescents, ages 11 – 16. The resultant RIAS-B has both a long and a short form and has
been tested with over five hundred participants. This scale is based on the same
theoretical framework as the original RIAS (Cross, 1978). The scale is not widely used
despite reasonable validity and reliability data. Among the studies that have been
published using the RIAS-B with adolescents are those summarized in Table 1. Table 1
also includes a pilot study and results from the present study conducted by this
researcher. The pilot study was conducted because minor wording modifications made
for the present study, and pursuant to obtaining permission from the original authors,
warranted this research.
Table 1: RIAS-B Results from Other Studies
Researcher(s)
(Year)
Helms &
Parham
(1985)

Number of
Participants
N = 282
174 female
108 male

Ages

Results

17 – 72
Years

Stevenson
(1995)

N = 287
172 female
115 male

14 - 16
years

Plummer
(1995)

N = 285
174 female
111 male

14 – 18
Years

Development of the RIAS-B to measure racial attitudes for
Black people. Created according to the Cross Scale of
Nigrescence stages of Preencounter, Encounter,
Immersion/Emersion, and Internalization..
Long Form RIAS-B used. Factor analysis yielded a threefactor solution. Alpha levels were: Preecounter= .61;
Immersion= .67; Internalization=.77. Encounter described
as an experience rather than a stage.
Long Form RIAS-B used to determine whether gender has
an effect on racial attitudes. Found differences in
Preencounter scores by gender (F = 3.91, p = .049).
Participants widely endorsed Internalization attitudes.

65

Table 1 Continued
McDermott
& Spencer
(1996)

N = 343
105 female
238 male

11 – 16
years

Clark (2002)
Pilot study

N = 34
11 female
23 male

12 - 14
Years

Clark (2004)
Current study

N = 51
51 female

11-14
years

Researchers revised the Short Form RIAS-B for
adolescents. Factor analysis of this five-year study
indicated two salient factors, Perceived White Precedence
and Positive Black Identity.
Researcher revised the Short Form RIAS-B for
adolescents. Item correlation coefficient indicated that
69% of the variance could be explained by the two factors
yielded by McDermott and Spencer (1996).
Researcher administered the McDermott & Spencer (1996)
form of the RIAS-B to collect data for the present study.
Internal consistency was achieved, alpha=.70.

Participants respond to the RIAS-B using a five-point Likert scale with choices
ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Helms and Parham (1985), the original
authors of the RIAS, recommend that instrument title be changed from Racial Identity
Attitude Scale to Social Attitude Scale to avoid respondent reactivity. McDermott and
Spencer (1996) also use that instrument title in administration, as does the present study.
Phase I Results
The RIAS-B was administered to 56 Black female students at UMMS. Fifty-one
usable surveys were returned for a 91% response rate. The surveys were distributed to
sixth grade girls in the magnet and traditional programs and seventh grade girls in the
traditional program. Access was not available to seventh grade girls in the magnet
program at the time data collection started because they were on a field trip. Teachers
distributed parental consent forms to all of the Black female students in the class; I
distributed and collected the student assent forms. The scale was administered the
following week to those students giving assent and whose parents agreed to their
participation.
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Mean scores for the participants, presented in Table 2, range from Positive Black
Identity to Perceived White Precedence. These mean scores were arrayed in descending
order and were linked to the student names. This procedure resulted in a list on which the
first student had the most positive racial identity, according to the RIAS-B. Grade point
averages (GPAs) were then obtained for the students. To identify participants for Phase II
of the study, selection started at the top of the list and continued downward until parental
consent and child assent were obtained for six students. Consent and assent were obtained
for three sixth graders and three seventh graders. These steps ensured that students with
the most positive racial identity and highest GPA participated in the study.
Table 2: RIAS-B Mean Scores and GPAs for the Respondents
RIAS
Mean
Scores
4.33
4.00
3.94
3.78
3.67
3.67
3.67
3.61
3.56
3.50
3.44
3.44
3.44
3.44
3.39
3.39
3.39
3.39
3.33
3.33
3.33
3.28

Grade Point Grade in
Average
School

Academic
Track

Selected
Participants

3.57
2.25
2.125
2.0
3.125
2.0
1.375
3.625
2.375
1.875
2.375
3.75
3.125
2.75
3.625
3.5
3.7
3.75
3.25
2.0
3.25
2.375

M
T
M
T
T
T
T
T
T
T
T
M
M
T
T
T
T
M
T
T
T
T

Princess

6
7
6
6
6
6
6
7
7
6
7
6
6
7
6
6
7
6
6
6
6
7

Tweety

LaShae
Angel
Red
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Table 2 Continued
RIAS
Mean
Scores
3.28
3.28
3.28
3.22
3.17
3.11
3.11
3.06
3.06
3.06
3.00
3.00
3.00
2.94
2.94
2.89
2.89
2.89
2.78
2.78
2.78
2.72
2.72
2.56
2.50
2.22
1.67

Grade Point Grade in
Average
School

Academic
Track

Selected
Participants

2.75
3.75
3.625
1.75
2.625
2.14
1.875
3.375
4.0
1.75
2.5
3.0
3.875
2.6
2.0
3.5
2.75
1.375
3.625
3.375
1.875
3.375
2.625
2.875
3.0
3.125
1.875

T
T
T
T
T
T
T
M
M
M
M
M
M
T
M
M
M
T
T
M
M
M
T
T
T
T
T

Mary Burgess

7
7
7
6
6
7
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
7
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6

A factor analysis was conducted to measure construct validity. Three factors
emerged, differing from the four factors obtained with the original RIAS. Some items did
not appear to have meaning for the adolescents in the present study. The factor analysis
was, however, consistent results from other studies of early adolescents. The factors,
Positive Black Identity and Perceived White Precedence obtained from the pilot study
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(Clark, 2002) and the McDermott and Spencer study (1996) were upheld. An internal
consistency reliability analysis resulted in a Cronbach’s alpha of .70.
The RIAS-B was modified to include final questions soliciting students’
comments. The prompt read, “Thank you for your participation! If you have any
comments, questions, or an opinion on this scale or for me, please write it here.” The
following comments were received:
I am really happy and proud about the test cause it brought so much stuff to mind,
about Black people. And I loved the test. (Thank you.)
I like doing this and [it] is helping me a lot.
How often will you visit?
This was very good.
Some of these questions were hard to answer. I don’t only have black friend[s]. I have
white friends to [too].
Why did you want us to take a survey on this subject? (I mean dealing with this) and
what will you do with this survey.
Thank you for coming and for giving me this test.
About question 16 what do you mean about political groups even if there are no
blacks involved?
I’m going to be honest and say it was nice working with you because we get to write
down how we feel inside.
That test was easy.
What will be done with the surveys after they are given back to you? I really thought
the survey was a good opportunity to express the way I feel and others.
Why was the questions all about blacks being white?
I’m the girl who sent you the email. The survey was good.
I don’t have any comments. But, I thought that this survey would be about a girl’s
life, like is it hard going to school, knowing your best friend, bla, bla, etc. My name is
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***, and I have a lot of things I would like to get out and express to someone who
cares how I feel and who understands.
Why didn’t the boys take this? It didn’t have any [questions] about a girl, it just had
[how] we feel about [being] black and white.
Who made you come to our school and give the girls a survey? Why the boys
couldn’t take the survey.
After reading these comments, I made contact with the Phase I participants who left their
contact information on the survey forms. Many of the girls wanted to continue with the
study and be a part of Phase II, but I explained the process of participant selection to
them once again. In Phase II, these students were still involved with me, though not
formally. Although our contact was limited, they shared information about their school
experiences and we spent time together in the cafeteria or between classes.
Phase II: Ethnography, Voice, and Grounded Theory
Using procedures described above, six Black female students, Princess, Tweety,
LaShae, Angel, Red, and Mary Burgess, all pseudonyms, were purposefully selected
(Patton, 1990) to participate in Phase II because their RIAS-B results and GPAs met the
requirements for participation. They were identified by criterion-based selection
procedures that involved “choosing study participants because they possess
characteristics related to the study’s central questions” (LeCompte & Schensul, 2000, p.
113). That is, Phase I results indicated these girls were successful, according to the
parameters of the study.
Ethnographic methods were used to investigate the life experiences and
circumstances of these girls that contribute to their success. Data was recorded through
the grounded theory approach which uses the participants’ voices, comments, and
dialogue as the themes and categories for results (Gall, Borg, & Gall, 2003). Further,
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ethnography allows researchers to explore, describe, and interpret occurrences in both
formal and informal educational settings (Wolcott, 2005). Through this method, the
researcher is involved in the activities of the participants, becoming familiar with their
lives and circumstances, while retaining a theoretical lens. This methodology involves
“prolonged observation of the group, typically through participant observation in which
the researcher is immersed in the day-to-day lives of the people or through one-on-one
interviews with members of the groups” (Creswell, 1998, p. 58). I chose this method of
qualitative research because it most adequately captured my personal desires to spend
time learning directly from the participants. Also, this methodology involves immersion
in the everyday life of the research setting, values and seeks to discover the participants’
perspectives on their worlds, views inquiry as an interactive process between the
researcher and participant, is descriptive and analytic, and relies on the participants’
words and observable behavior as the primary data sources (Marshall & Rossman, 1999).
According to Gonza`lez (2004), the use of ethnography for educational inquiry
offers much insight into issues of culture and identity both within and beyond school
because education encompasses both the formal learning process and informal learning
contexts. Gall, Borg, & Gall (2003) identify three major characteristics of ethnographies
that were incorporated into this study. These characteristics are focusing on discovering
cultural patterns in human behavior, focusing on the perspectives of the members of the
culture, and studying the natural settings where the culture is manifested. Eisenhart
(2001) suggests that these characteristics of help researchers understand the significance
of events which occur in the participant’s lives. Because ethnography often involves
extensive, unpredictable, and unplanned data collection, participants largely guided the
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research context, interview questions, and participant-observation activities (Kimpson,
2005; Mertz, 2000).
Dolby (2002) suggests that educational researchers use this data collection
method because it produces new theories about adolescents. She recommends that youth
culture and their everyday practices form the center of analysis and that ethnographers
examine how other sites, such as community centers, the home, and the neighborhood,
shape the development of adolescents’ identities because they directly affect school
experiences. This suggestion has been incorporated into the present study to make it more
inclusive and representative of the various life experiences that characterize the lives of
Black female students. Data collection sites extended beyond the school, to include
places where everyday practices occur to shape their educational experiences and racial
identity development. Most of the data collection sites were unplanned, but after frequent
observations and trust were established, the participants and their families began to invite
me to more activities.
For this study, the ethnographic method proved the most appropriate to garner
information about racial and educational attitudes for Black female students.
Accordingly, Trueba and Zou (2002) describe the effectiveness of ethnography in
conducting research on educational topics.
The discussion of historically important theoretical trends, the new reflections on
the appropriate learning contexts in school and at home, the requirements for solid
qualitative research, but most of all the new epistemologies brought by the work
of ethnic scholars are turning educational ethnography into one of the most
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incisive and powerful research instruments in the exploration of new horizons and
a hopes for a better future (p.2).
Ethnography is a powerful tool to determine the participants’ interpretation of their
experiences, using their voices to explain the meanings and develop the theories. As Zapf
(1996) contends, few studies use the participants’ voices as the theoretical point of
reference. In the present study, however, the participants’ voices are the forefront of the
study, and the researcher’s voice remains in the background. Giroux (1992) discusses the
importance of voice in empowering because it provides a critical referent to analyze
students’ strengths and possibilities that exist in multiple experiences. Many comments
from Phase I revealed the girls’ need to express themselves, and many of them said they
wanted to talk, discuss, and share opinions on being a girl.
Throughout this study, I use the participants’ voices as the prominent point of data
for grounded theory development. This approach involves deriving theoretical constructs,
themes, or patterns directly from the immediate data rather than prior research or theories
(Gall, Borg, & Gall, 2003; Glaser, 1978; Strauss & Corbin, 1998).The categories seek to
explain and describe the observed phenomena. In grounded theory, data analysis is
primarily verbal and the researcher searches for the right words to represent themes and
patterns discovered in data (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003). These words often come as direct
quotations from the participants which capture a commonly held concept by the group
that is being studied. When using grounded theory, the researcher collects data to the
point of data saturation. That is, data collection continues until no new data are emerging,
no additional categories appear necessary to account for the phenomena, and the
relationships among the data are well established (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003).
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While the literature review provided insight into research on Black adolescent
girls, through this study, I sought to add to the body of literature by providing new
insights rather than supporting to a preexisting theory. One avenue for doing this was to
use the girls’ knowledge and perceptions, rather than my interpretations, to provide
credence for the findings. In the present study, the findings were captured from the
participants’ comments, and data were triangulated with observations, interview results,
and written documentation. In presenting the data, my aim was to share the participants
with the reader and maintain as detached a position as possible. While my presence is
undeniable, through my laughter, smiles, and comments, my aim was to minimize my
voice beyond the introductory chapter, so the findings from the participants could be
heard. To give voice, as I claim, is to allow the participants and the data to speak for
itself.
The concept of the ethnographer giving voice to her participants allies with the
critical theorist perspective, which seeks to develop research that benefits those
individuals who are marginalized in society because of race, class, or gender (Gall, Borg,
& Gall, 2003). The participants in the study are Black, female, and attend an inner-city
school. Their perspectives are often overlooked, but in this study, they are the forefront of
the inquiry. As Marshall & Rossman (1999) describe, voice is an important concept to
critical theorists because, “researchers pay close attention to their participants’ reactions
and to the voice used in writing up their work” (p. 5). Further, critical ethnography goes
beyond the classroom to ask questions such as the role of schools in the reproduction of
social phenomena. In this study, the data collection extends beyond the classroom and
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uses the participants’ voices to uncover information regarding their racial identity and
academic achievement.
Ethnographic Data Collection and Analysis
In conducting ethnographic research with participants who are minors, there is
risk that harm might occur from the sensitivity of the study focus, the age level of the
participants, and the high level of researcher/participant interaction (Magolda & Weems,
2002). The guidelines for human subjects include ensuring informed consent, allowing
participants to enter the study voluntarily, enabling participants to understand the nature
of the study, and protecting them from harm. It is important that participants are not
exposed to physical or psychological harm. For minors, there is also the need for assent
so that they do not feel forced to participate because of their parent or guardians’ decision
(Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; Haverkamp, 2005). The university institutional review board
provided approval for research with the use of human subjects. Parental consent was
attained, with an explanation of the time length, depth of involvement, and ability to
withdraw from the study at any time. Participant assent was obtained, with an explanation
of school involvement, interviews, and audio and videotaping. The ability to withdraw
“at any time without getting in trouble” was also included in the assent form (see
Appendix J).
In addition to the formal procedures involved in obtaining permission for
ethnographic data collection, I employed informal methods to assess the participants’
level of comfortability with being involved in the study. Periodically I would remind
them that when we were at the mall, movies, or other “fun” places, I was still gathering
information for “the book,” as they called the study. If the girls were involved in
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discussions among themselves and made vital comments pertaining to the study, I would
ask if I could write down the information. Once, the discussion between Tweety and
Mary Burgess became so involved while we were riding in the car that I pulled over to
write notes. Also, there was information that the participants, their parents, and school
officials shared that I have not placed in the dissertation because it was personal and
shared in confidence.
Ethics in ethnographic research conducted with minors calls for maintaining strict
confidentiality to protect the identity of the participants as well as the research site as a
norm. Measures were taken to ensure to maintain confidentiality, though it was often
difficult to do so because of my involvement in the lives of the participants (Walford,
2005). To protect the girls’ identity in the dissertation, and to provide the participants an
opportunity to self-identify, they provided their own pseudonyms, although Mary
Burgess and Tweety wanted to use their real names. People who knew the participants
and their involvement in the study such as their families, mentors, or coaches were
familiar with the girls and the research site. People who knew about the school near the
university which had been demolished can draw conclusions to determine the research
site. Despite these risks of exposure and the difficulty of being discreet, it was my sincere
objective to maintain confidentiality in this study.
Qualitative researchers have an additional difficulty of ensuring that their own
prejudices and attitudes do not bias the data (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998). The researcher
must ensure that she does not record what she wants to see and maintains objectivity.
Coming to this research, I have personal dispositions about race, adolescents, academic
achievement, and middle school girls. My personal experiences, described in Chapter
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One, led me to this study, and other studies have shaped my ideas, but this study was
designed to add knowledge, not to pass judgment or blame. The difficulty in ensuring
objectivity is described by Bogdan and Biklen (1998), who note that “no matter how
much you try, you can not divorce your research and writing from your past experiences,
who you are, what you believe, and what you value” (p. 34).
The idea of transcending biases is seemingly difficult, but there are methods
qualitative researcher employ to aid this process. To minimize the effects of researcher
bias, methods of prolonged engagement, persistent observation, triangulation, referential
adequacy, member checking, reflexive journal, and thick description were used to
establish trustworthiness (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Morrow,
2005).
Prolonged engagement involves the length of time in the field for data saturation
to occur. The researcher spends a considerable amount of time collecting and reviewing
data. Originally, the intent was to complete the study within six months, however data
collection was finalized within eight months, and informal contact with the participants
continued long after formal data collection ended. Spending this length of time allowed
relationships to formulated and facilitated observations during school, summer months,
and the transition to a new school year.
Persistent observation is continual involvement with the participants. This process
helped to ensure that data collection time was equivalent for each participant. I kept a
calendar with each girl’s schedules so that I could rotate their observations and interviews
appropriately. Each participant was scheduled to be observed two consecutive days per
month at school, though some observations overlapped due to their class schedules.
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Group activities were held every weekend, with rotations between the sixth and seventh
graders.
Triangulation is the process of eliminating biases by using multiple data
collection methods or data sources to check the validity of findings. In this study, the
level of racial identity was measured through results from the RIAS-B, interviews, and
observations. Also, interviews were conducted with participants as well as family
members and teachers. Informal observations in the school, home, and community
provided additional information on the participants and helped to validate their responses.
Referential adequacy refers to recording events on audio or video tape to preserve
the events in a fairly authentic manner for subsequent data analysis. Audio and video
tapes have been recorded, categorized, identified, and stored for future reference.
Additionally, transcribed interviews are saved on disc and hard copies are categorized
and stored. Often, I would refer to the audio tapes and listen to the tones of the
participants’ responses, the frequency of saying “um,” or the length of the silence
between the asking and answering of interview questions.
Member checking involves sharing the data with the participants for clarification.
Before interviews, I reminded the participants of comments from previous interviews and
asked whether they wanted to add anything or whether their views had changed. In
addition to providing clarity for the participants, I was able to revisit previous
conversations for personal clarity.
The reflexive journal is used to detail potential changes in data collection,
participants, or other aspects of the study. Such as journal also brings the voice of the
researcher to the study, helps the research evaluate her experiences, and highlights
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assumptions and beliefs that may cause bias in data analysis. While writing fieldnotes, I
provided reflections on my opinions to expose my subjectivity to the data and ensure that
my biases were limited in the findings (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998).
Thick description is a method that allows researchers to provide verbal
descriptions of observations in the social environment in terms other than quantitative
mean scores (Gall, Borg, & Gall, 2003). Detailed fieldnotes provide valuable information
about the setting and participants and aid in determining how the context shapes and
influences the study (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998). Data consists of statements that recreate
observations from the field, accompanied by the meanings and intentions inherent in that
situation.
In this study, findings from the RIAS-B complement data collected through
individual interviews, focus group interviews, and observations. Data collection occurred
primarily through participant-observation, document analysis, formal and informal
interviews, and focus groups. Through a grounded theory approach and the constant
comparative analytic methods, categories emerged from the data.
The primary means of data collection was participant-observation, involving close
interaction between the researcher and the participants to establish a rapport with the
group (Gall, Borg, & Gall, 2003). Substantial time was spent with the participants during
school, after school, and on weekends. Their homes, churches, social, and community
events were visited to gain deeper understandings about their everyday lives. Participantobservation “aims to generate practical and theoretical truths about human life grounded
in the realities of daily existence” (Jorgensen, 1989, p. 12). This method of data
collection is most appropriate when the research problem concerns human meanings and
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interactions from the insider’s perspective, the phenomenon under investigation is
observable in everyday life situations or settings, the researcher can gain access to the
setting appropriate to the topic, the research problem can be addressed by qualitative data
gathered through direct observation and other means pertinent to the field setting.
Document analysis of the participants’ report cards, journal entries, standardized
test scores, classroom assignments, and personal writings provided insight into academic
and social involvement of the participants. Current and past school achievement records,
standardized test results, and classroom grades revealed information regarding school
engagement and academic trends. Analysis of RIAS-B results were compared with
interview responses on questions regarding race and provided data triangulation.
Participants’ drawings also provided significant data which initiated discussions on
various topics.
Data were also collected through three semi-structured interviews and one focus
group interview. The first semi-structured interview involved open-form questions about
the participants’ experiences. Though the initial questions were the same for each
participant, their responses determined additional questions for probing (Gall, Borg, &
Gall, 2003). The second semi-structured interview expanded on themes that emerged
from the initial interview and from participant-observation.
For the focus groups interviews, the participants were divided according to grade
levels, with the sixth graders participating together during the focus group and the
seventh graders participating as another focus group. Initially, the focus group was
intended to involve all participants, but this separation occurred for two reasons. First,
these students were not in the same friendship groups at school and their social
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interactions might have inhibited their free expression of views during interviews.
Second, all three sixth grade participants were enrolled in the magnet program, while all
three seventh grade students were enrolled in the traditional program. As the study
progressed, a slight animosity between students in the different academic tracks became
evident. To combine the groups would not have been a natural occurrence for the
participants, and could have exposed the participants to psychological harm.
The focus group interviews drew upon the participants’ knowledge and
experiences through less formal, but guided interaction and fostered triangulation through
member checking (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). This interview format also provided
insight through feedback and responses from the participants’ classmates. Because of
their friendship, these girls were prone to respond to each other and take over the
discussions, becoming involved in normal conversations and forgetting the inclusion of
my presence and the video camera.
At the conclusion of the study, a final semi-structured interview was conducted
with each participant for clarification. During this interview, I asked the participants
questions regarding my findings to ensure that they were consistent with and
representative of the information the girls previously shared. They also shared further
information that they might want included in the book, and information that they would
like to keep private.
Permission was obtained to record all interviews (see Appendix J), however
participants were reminded before each interview of the presence of the audio or
videotape. Initially, the participants were reticent to use the recording material, and I
would remove it and take notes. They would look into the tape when talking or change
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the pitch of their voices and speak more properly when I used the tape recorder. Later,
they became more familiar with the equipment, eventually learning how to operate the
tape recorder and video camera and reminding me to change the tape when we became
highly engaged in the discussions. To ensure that the participants had adequate exposure
to the recording equipment, only the final focus groups were videotaped. As soon as the
interviews were complete, they watched the tape. After the interviews were recorded,
transcription occurred, during which I analyzed and began looking for emerging themes.
While collecting data through participant-observation, extensive field notes were
taken. Often the setting was inappropriate for note-taking, such as at the mall, a fair, in
church, at concerts, at family events, at picnics, or during their Big Break, an after lunch
recess at school. After such times, events were recounted and recorded with the audiotape
or written field notes at the first opportunity. After each participant-observation, the field
notes were converted from the condensed form into the expanded account so that data
could be converted into the written text. While writing the field notes, a constant
comparative analysis began to explore emerging themes through grounded theory.
With six very different participants, discovering commonalities became an
arduous endeavor. While the grounded theory approach allowed themes to come directly
from the participants, their opinions were still very diverse and it was difficult to capture
themes that would adequately represent each of them. Still, through analysis of the data,
similarities surfaced. Data analysis consisted of transcribing interviews, analyzing data,
and coding for themes using the constant comparative method. The steps of the constant
comparative method are:
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(1) Look for key issues, recurrent events, or activities in the data that become focus
categories: As Phase II began with the collection of interview and participant-observation
data, analysis began. I wrote notes on interview transcripts and highlighted comments on
race and education. The research questions remained at the focus of the inquiry. With
qualitative data, results did not always fit each of the participants, but might provide a
commonality that could represent their shared results. When the themes did not fit all of
the participants, categories that were reiterated by at least three participants became the
focus categories.
(2) Collect data that provide incidents of the focus categories: Once themes on academic
success and racial identity began to emerge and focus categories were created that
adequately represented the participants, recurring support for the categories was sought.
Subsequent interviews provided clarification on themes. Through member checking, the
data were triangulated and representative themes solidified.
(3) Write about the categories being explored, attempting to describe and account for the
incidents in the data while continually searching for new incidents: While attempting to
uncover additional information regarding the participants’ views on race and reluctance
for discussion, I read more research on adolescents and race. Because many studies
support the notion that adolescents’ racial views often reflect those of their parents or
guardians, I decided to interview parents. From that data, I discovered that most of the
participants and parents shared the views of consolidation and contentment, which will be
discussed further in Chapter Six.
(4) Work with the data and emerging model to discover basic social processes and
relationships: As categories developed, many did not fit the participants, and they were
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reevaluated and often subsequently discarded. Through the grounded theory approach, I
used the participants’ literal descriptions, such as “flashbacks,” and “working the system”
for description. The emerging models incorporated excerpts from the interviews, because
of my aim to use the participants’ voices. When writing about the categories, I felt that
there was something missing as I began to discuss the findings. The data supported the
findings that were beginning to emerge, but there was not enough focus on who they girls
were as individuals, and how we began this research process. Therefore Chapter Four,
which I did not originally intend to write, was formulated to introduce the girls and my
role as a researcher and to provide background into entering the ethnographic field and
collecting data.
(5) Engage in sampling, coding, and writing as the analysis focuses on the core
categories: This process, though listed as the final step in the constant comparative
method, occurred frequently throughout data collection and analysis. As interviews were
transcribed and the core categories were defined, writing became more concise, and
chapters five, six, and seven were designed.
The data collection and analysis processes were cyclical and unpredictable. Often
unintentional turns were taken, such as adding an additional chapter to the dissertation or
adding additional interviews. Also, interview protocols had to be altered to fit the
participants, such as Tweety who is not Black, but biracial and Angel who is not allBlack, but Jamaican-American (see Chapter Four for details). While I thought my initial
questions would provoke more discussions than they did, I had to find meaning on racial
identity from the participants’ silence, shrugs, and casual comments (see Chapter Six for
details). With the constant comparative method, categories which might provide a theme
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to describe the data were tested and reconsidered to ensure adequate representation of the
girls.
Throughout data collection, there was a constant struggle within myself to use
each of the participants’ voices and not to show favor to any of the girls in the written
document. I attempted to portray each of their voices as a unique and significant aspect of
the study and not to highlight any of the girls over the others. For the most part I was able
to do so, but Princess’ comments led to the titles of Chapters Five and Six, and Mary
Burgess’ comments led to the title of Chapter Seven. These exceptions were made
because their comments adequately described the content of these chapters. The struggle
remains. After deliberation with myself, the data, the categories, and the written
document, it is my hope that while the chapter titles come from only two of the girls, the
entire dissertation reflects my desire to represent all six of them equally.
Chapter Conclusion
Chapter Three explains methods used to highlight experiences and attributes of
successful Black female students using a mixed methods design to discover multilayered
information regarding racial identity and academic achievement. Phase I involved use of
the RIAS-B to select participants and provide insight into participants’ levels of racial
identity through a quantifiable measure. Phase II involved use of ethnography to provide
insight into the everyday lives of the participants and to uncover experiences that fostered
their success. Through the grounded theory approach, relevant themes emerged to define
categories of understanding for academic success and racial identity. Chapter Four
introduces the participants and the role of the researcher in conducting this study.
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CHAPTER FOUR
HANGIN’ WITH MY GIRLS2
4/2/04, Phone conversation with a friend
Friend:
Me:
Friend:
Me:
Friend:
Me:

Hey girl, what you doing this weekend?
Oh, nothing, I’m so tired!
Why?
You know I been at UMMS all day! I don’t know how I ever did
middle school, being in class ALL day long!
I know, but you like it! (She laughs)
Yeah, I do...but let me go! I'm gonna take a nap and then go hang
with my girls…

Ethnographic research is an unpredictable journey as the participants guide the
data collection according to their everyday, naturally occurring activities (Gall, Borg, &
Gall, 2003; Mertz, 2000). For eight months, I was immersed in the lives of six successful
Black female students (Dolby, 2002), who were known by my friends and family as “my
girls.” Before beginning the study, I anticipated what they would be like, how we would
interact with each other, and even what typical data collection would entail; however, I
did not imagine that I would become so deeply involved not only in their lives, but also in
the fabric of their school, communities, and families.
As the study evolved, I was grateful that each participant allowed me access into
her world and helped me understand who she is and why she was successful. They
opened their normal conversations, routine activities, and usual proceedings for my
inspection as data collection revealed great significance in their daily activities
(Eisenhart, 2001). Whether I attended their classes, community events, extracurricular
school functions, family dinners, dance recitals, or church programs, I genuinely enjoyed
the time I spent hangin’ with Princess, LaShae, Angel, Tweety, Mary Burgess, and Red,
2

“My girl” is a slang term of endearment, meaning a close friend or someone who is trusted.
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my girls!
Participants’3 Biographies
The Sixth Graders
Princess, LaShae, and Angel are all sixth grade students in the magnet program4
at Urban Middle Magnet School (UMMS). Though each was chosen to participate in the
study independently of the others, during the initial interview each participant mentioned
that she was friends with the other and that they took classes together. Before the study
began, it was their habit to talk on the phone and go places together on the weekend.
Once the study began, they included me in their phone conversations and weekend
activities. Their friendship helped the focus group interviews and observations go
smoothly (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998). Activities such as visiting each other’s house,
shopping at the mall, and watching movies were natural occurrences for these girls
(Dolby, 2002; Eisenhart, 2001). Now that they were participating in the study together,
they had more opportunities and parent approval to spend weekends together.
Princess
Me:

OK, tell me about yourself.

Princess:

Um…I have a lot of energy...I'm talkative, I like to tell jokes, I like
to eat, I like to sleep, I like to dance, I play music and watch TV, I
like a lot… you know, just normal.

Me:

So what's unique about you?

Princess:

I’m down to earth. I don’t like killing animals, not one bit! I don’t
like that. I like to treat people fair, I don’t like anyone
disrespecting me, and not anyone else, because if I see you

3

Each participant chose her own pseudonym before the first interview. Each excerpt in this chapter is from
our first interaction, the initial semi-structured interview conducted at their homes.
4
The magnet program is an academic track for students to enroll in higher-level courses. They must have a
minimum 2.5 grade point average to be considered for the program. All of the sixth grade participants were
magnet students; none of the seventh grade students.
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disrespecting this person, I’m gonna jump in and, you know, help
that person out. Either way it go, you gonna see me in there, you
know. And I like being silly a lot, not being silly, but just having
fun without having it (mock adult voice), ‘Oh, you got to be quiet
now!’ like that. I just talk all day and then they be like (mock
friend’s voice), ‘OK, Princess, be quiet!’ And I still be talking. Or I
could just eat all day, and they be like (mock friend’s voice), ‘Do
you ever get full?’ I’m like, “No!”
Even though Princess claims to be “just normal,” her actions show otherwise.
Princess is a comedian and celebrity in her own right. When I was hanging with her, I felt
like a sidekick to a superstar. The first day that I observed her at school, she scolded me
for wearing heels because I could not keep up with her between classes5. With a smile on
her face she told me, “You can’t be wearing them and hanging with me, you can’t make
me late!” The halls belonged to Princess. As she left each class, she flipped her collar
before walking the “red carpet,” while I literally ran behind her to keep up. After her first
period class, she explained, “Now its time for me to give shout outs! Especially when we
be outside and I’m outside, we be loud and stuff!” When she noticed her friends, she
pulled my arm as she ran toward them screaming, “Ooh…. I gotta holler at my peeps6 in
the B building!” Maximizing this brief, four-minute, period for her socializing, she spoke
to friends, visited classmates on the other side of the school, and made frequent
appointments to meet “her peeps” at their lockers (Cousins, 1999). If her next class were
nearby, she would run in and drop her books before her visitations, explaining, “Ain’t
nobody gone’ go straight to class! You still have two minutes left!” In a mock teacher
voice she says, ‘Use your time wisely.’ This was her routine between every class, and
though she made her rounds and ensured that she greeted everyone, she also made sure
that she was never late to class.
5
6

Normally, I would not wear heels, but this day I had a meeting immediately following data collection.
“Peeps” is slang for people, or friends.
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Princess is tall and slim. Compared to her classmates, she wears her hair in a
childlike style with ponytails and colorful ribbons. She also wears glasses and a rainbow
belt. She describes herself as “smart, funny, and eat a lot.” Because she enjoys eating so
much, her friends call her “Greedy” or “Hungry,” nicknames that she embraces and jokes
about. On our first day of school observations, she introduced me to everyone and
pointed out her friends during her first period class. When the teacher asked her to be
quiet, she blamed me and told the teacher that I had asked her a question. Perhaps
because I had met the teacher and we had engaged in previous discussions about the
study, or perhaps because Princess was so believable and charming, the teacher smiled
and excused her. Taking advantage of this “official” permission to talk, she repeated the
behavior in other classes, using me as an excuse to talk to her classmates. During Big
Break7, she and her friends joked about “getting over” their teachers in this way.
Princess is an independent and assertive student with a GPA of 3.57. In classes,
she confidently shouts out the answers, whether or not they are correct; however, they
usually are right. Most teachers enjoy her as a student, although one Black female teacher
who does not teach her said, “I don’t like Princess because she thinks she is all that. She
think she’s better than the other students.” In many ways, she is better than the other
students. Princess always finishes her work early, even when her classmates scramble to
complete the assignments. Teachers constantly tell her to be quiet and get something to
read, which she rarely does. Instead, she helps a classmate, talks to someone near her, or
watches me take notes. When that bores her, she gets up and walks to the activity center
or the computer. In one atypical situation, she checked her answers after finishing early.

5 Big Break is the ten – minute “free” period for UMMS students, similar to elementary school recess,
where most students socialize.

89

When she noticed many were wrong, she changed them, telling herself, “Whoa…I need
to slow down!”
Though Princess earned high grades in school, her scores on the Iowa Test of
Basic Skills, commonly referred to in the district as the IOWA test, are relatively low.
Her National Percentile Rank (NPR) in Reading is 33, Language 54, Social Studies 19,
Science 31 and Math 8, which is her lowest NPR. Her composite NPR score is 32. Her
highest score, 63 NPR, is in Sources of Information.
Princess leads an active life. On any given day, she can be found at her soccer
game, church meeting, ballet lesson, volunteering with the Big Buddy program, on the
phone, or cleaning the house with her mother. She lives in a relatively affluent suburb
just outside the city limits with her parents and her younger brother. Both her father and
her mother earned their bachelor’s and master’s degrees from an HBCU.8 Her father is an
assistant principal and a basketball coach at a middle school and on the weekends he
coaches at a community center. Her mother is an elementary school librarian, a member
of Delta Sigma Theta, an all Black women’s sorority, and the pianist for one of the three
churches they attend. Princess is the middle child with two brothers. Her older brother
attends Lemoyne Owen College, an HBCU in Memphis, TN, where he plays basketball.
Her younger brother is a fifth grade elementary school student.
Of all the sixth and seventh grade respondents to the RIAS-B, Princess had the
highest mean score, 4.33. Her high score can be attributed, in part, to the positive Black
role models, such as her family and friends that surround her. Additionally all of her
favorite television shows, such as Sister Sister, That’s So Raven, The Parkers, The

8

HBCU is the acronym for Historically Black College or University.
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Hughleys, Living Single, The Cosby Show, and Sanford and Son star Black characters
(Larsen, 1995). With the exception of Sanford and Son, those shows portray Black people
who are college educated, engaged in meaningful relationships, or involved in successful
careers. Even though Sanford and Son is a comedy about a father and son who own a
junkyard, they are still entrepreneurs. Since the RIAS-B measures a positive Black
identity with a multicultural worldview, her high score also likely reflects her attendance
at a large church with a White pastor and a mixed-race congregation.
Princess hopes to move to New York City after high school graduation where she
can live with her aunt and attend Juilliard, a highly acclaimed dance school. Her goal is to
become a dancer, but she would also like to be a disc jockey, gymnast, singer, actress,
model, comedian, and poet. When she is at Juilliard, she plans to attend a community
college to study law because she claims, “I have to learn something; I can’t just dance all
day!” She desires to study law because she is well adept at arguing and she wants to help
people get the justice she feels they deserve. Additionally, she aspires to become an
international chef to utilize her eating abilities, although she asserts, “I won’t cook for my
husband; he better like fast food!”
LaShae
Me:

Tell me about yourself.

LaShae:

(pause)…Let’s see, when I grow up I want to become a lawyer.
And…I like going places with my friends and my family…I like
going to school and learning things.

Me:

Where do you like going with your friends and your family?

LaShae:

With my friends, I like going to like to the mall and the movies and
Skate Galaxy. With my family, I go to different states and we do
different activities and stuff like that.
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Me:

What kind of states—where have you been?

LaShae:

I’ve been to Florida, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, Texas,
Arizona, New Mexico, and California.

Me:

WOW! That’s a lot of places! What makes you unique?

LaShae:

I’m nice, and… I get along with people real well. And… I like
doing projects and stuff like that.

Me:

Oh, you do projects? What type of projects do you do?

LaShae:

(pause)…Mainly about history of different things
and…biographies, and about books and people.

LaShae is reserved, well behaved, and respectful. During school observations,
teachers rarely called on her, nor did she volunteer when she knew the correct answers.
Her behavior was consistently on-task, even when students were talking around her, or
when she had opportunities to talk, such as when the teacher left the class or was
attending to other responsibilities. When LaShae did engage in conversations with her
classmates, it was concerning schoolwork. The times when she completed her work early,
she would place her head in her hands and patiently wait for the next assignment.
LaShae was absent from school for three weeks due to health problems that led to
hospitalization. Attesting to her quiet demeanor, when the teacher announced that LaShae
was sick, one of her male classmates mentioned that he did not know who she was, even
though it was the middle of the school year. Her anonymous profile existed even though
the cohort of magnet students was small and all students in the cohort took classes
together. There was a similar occurrence in drama class. Students mentioned that LaShae
was in the hospital, but the teacher who had taught LaShae the previous semester did not
know who she was until another student described LaShae and reminded the teacher that
she had once been in her class.
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Despite her absences, LaShae maintained a high GPA of 3.75. While she was
hospitalized, she was excused from most of her assignments and had to make up only
tests and presentations. Her French teacher mentioned that of all the students in his
classes, LaShae was the only one who utilized her Big Break period to get his assistance
to enhance a final presentation with PowerPoint for extra points. Indeed, her presentation
was impeccable. Students graded each other’s work, and although they took advantage of
this opportunity to joke and to be harsh with each other, the most vocal student simply
commented, “Main, that mug raw9!”
Not only are LaShae’s grades high, but her IOWA scores also reflect above
average achievement levels. Her NPR in Reading is 63, Language 72, Math 55, Social
Studies 55, and Science 57. Her composite score is 69 NPR. The highest scores she
achieved are Using Reference Materials - 98 NPR, Sources of Information – 95 NPR, and
Spelling – 91 NPR. Her lowest score is 41 NPR, which she received in Vocabulary.
LaShae is tall and brown skinned with a bright smile. She is overweight, but her
mother says that she doesn’t let her weight stop her from doing anything she desires,
including dance. Like her classmates, she wears the latest jewelry and accessories with
her initials to accentuate her uniform. She is a member of the UMMS piano and choir
groups, Girl Scouts, and she also takes ballet lessons. LaShae is active in her church
youth ministry where she is involved in the dance team, drill team, and choir. During the
Youth in Action program that her church sponsored to encourage and prepare students for
their upcoming high stakes criterion referenced test and the IOWA tests, LaShae
appeared on the program more than anybody else. In addition to church activities on the

7 This phrase is one of the highest compliments one could receive and it applies to anything done well.
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weekends, she spends time with her favorite aunt who teaches her how to drive and how
to operate the clothing business she owns.
LaShae’s RIAS score is 3.44. Like Princess, her positive Black identity can be
attributed to people who have influenced her to be confident. Her role model and the
famous person she would most like to meet is Mo’nique Parker, a Black female
comedienne who is overweight and very confident about her appearance. Parker has her
own television show, The Parkers, she is the first woman to host Showtime at the Apollo,
and she has a stand up show named Queens of Comedy. She is also a very popular radio
personality, an actress, and a writer who has written a book to encourage women to love
themselves despite their weight (Imes & Magee, 2003). Another influence on LaShae’s
multicultural worldview is that she has “all colors” in her family because of relatives who
have married White people. Fitting with her family members’ openness to engage in
interracial marriages, during a focus group interview and subsequent visit to the mall,
LaShae expressed that she likes White boys, and she would eventually like to marry a
White man (Root, 2001).
LaShae lives in a working class neighborhood with her father and mother, older
brother and two younger sisters, whom her parents allowed her to name. When she is at
home, she rides her scooter with neighborhood friends and spends time on the Internet.
Her father is a truck driver and her mother works for the school board. Neither attended
college. Her older brother attends a community college and works part time. Both her
younger sisters are in elementary school, and they love to interrupt her phone
conversations and private bedroom time with practical jokes, hugs, and incessant
questions. Though she spends a lot of time with them, she sometimes complains “they get
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on my nerves!”
Consistent with her enthusiasm for conducting research and her interest in
creating projects and learning about different people, LaShae aspires to become a lawyer.
She would also like to create community events for children, such as tutoring and after
school activities, so that they can be successful.
Angel
Me:

OK, tell me about yourself.

Angel:

I like to draw and hang out with friends and.... (She pauses)

Me:

What do you like to draw?

Angel:

Like clothes, basically.

Me:

What’s unique about you?

Angel:

Like, what’s good?

Me:

What makes…um, something that’s ONLY Angel, ONLY Angel.
It could be physical; it could be something about your personality.

Angel:

(Pause) Very quiet, I guess, not very talkative or loud. I guess
smart….

Angel is courteous, soft-spoken, and reserved. During school observations, she
rarely spoke to me or her classmates and teachers unless she was spoken to first. She was
very focused on getting to class before the bell rang and beginning her assignments. She
navigated the halls as if she were the only person there. Though people all around her
were cursing and screaming, she would continue to walk directly to class and ignore their
behavior. In fact, I often had to run behind her to keep up because other students were
speaking to me and Angel did not wait. According to her dance teacher, “She’s a good
kid. She’s very independent! She don’t let this mess get to her.”
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Even though her classroom responses do not always reflect a high level of
understanding, Angel maintains a GPA of 3.125. On a practice quiz for a major exam,
she answered fifteen of the eighteen answers incorrectly. Still, when the teacher asked if
anyone needed help, she did not raise her hand. As in our initial interviews, most of her
responses in the classroom, whether to teachers or classmates, were nods, shrugs, or
barely audible. She did not volunteer answers in class, even when she knew they were
correct. Perhaps, as a consequence, teachers rarely call on her. When she is called upon,
she whispers the answer, remains silent, or looks away.
Angel’s IOWA scores reflect a range of achievement levels. Her NPR in Reading
is 37, Language 46, Math 18, Social Studies 51, and Science is 13. Her composite score
is 33 NPR. Her highest ranking is 63 NPR in Punctuation, and her lowest ranking is 12
NPR in Concepts and Estimation.
Though she is quiet and non-responsive during class, she is more open with her
friends and family, or when she has a strong opinion on an issue. Quietly, but
confidently, she shared her thoughts on nerds, racism, and girls’ rights during focus group
interviews and telephone conversations, even when her views differed from her friends.
According to her mother, “She’s smart. She’s outgoing. She speaks up when she wants to
speak up for herself, like if you are pressuring her or somebody is coming down on her
real hard, she says, ‘Leave me alone!’ She will say that.”
Coming from a lineage of two distinct ethnicities, Angel is bicultural, but she
describes her racial heritage as “all Black.10” Her father is Jamaican and lives in Jamaica,
while her mother is Black American. Angel is short and has very long hair that she keeps

10

Throughout data collection, I had to question my assumptions of racial categorization and ethnic
affiliation for an individual who is a member of one race, but two very distinct cultures.
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in a ponytail. She has tight, almond shaped brown eyes, and round cheeks. Because of her
exotic features and long hair, people comment on her appearance and ask her where she
is from. Usually, she embraces these questions and tells people about her family trips to
Jamaica.
Angel lives in an apartment complex in an urban neighborhood with her mother,
aunt, and grandmother, and she frequently visits her best friend who lives around the
corner. At home, she watches television, talks on the phone, and reads Barbie books. She
also tries different hair and clothing styles. Her mother is a cashier at a grocery store, her
aunt attends modeling school and a community college, and her grandmother works at a
bakery. This year, Angel’s mother plans to return to an HBCU to complete her
Bachelor’s degree in Elementary Education.
Angel has a RIAS of 3.44, indicative of a positive Black racial identity and
multicultural worldview. This score could reflect a number of her personal attributes,
such as the fact that she has traveled to Jamaica and has experienced different foods,
music, languages, and cultural environments. Also, she frequently visits the church that
Princess attends, which has a multiracial congregation and a White pastor.
Angel’s career aspirations are diverse. She enjoys fashion and wears every shade
of her favorite color, pink. She draws clothes, reads design magazines, and keeps up with
the most current fashion trends. Eventually, she would like to attend college and become
a fashion designer in Atlanta. Additionally, Angel helped care for her eight year old
nephew, who died from a brain tumor which sparked her interest in becoming a physical
therapist. Finally, Angel mentions that she would like to be an actress, though in drama
class she whispers her parts and does not contribute to the class dialogue or volunteer to
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perform improvisations.
The Seventh Graders
Tweety, Mary Burgess, and Red are the seventh grade participants. None of the
girls chose to enroll in the magnet program, despite the fact that they were each asked by
school administration to enroll in the higher level courses. Through extracurricular
activities, both Tweety and Red are friends with Mary Burgess. They are not, however,
friends with one another. Tweety and Mary Burgess are both in the Drama Club; Red and
Mary Burgess are both on the softball team. Prior to this study, Tweety and Red had few
social interactions because of their affiliations with different peer groups. At the same
time, there was no animosity between them; in fact, each said the other was “cool.”11 For
that reason, I often spent time with them separately. I did not want the study to interfere
with friendships that were in place before data collection began. During focus groups
interviews and observations when all three participants were together, Mary Burgess
assumed the role of “facilitator” as she did in most situations in which she was involved.
Tweety

11

Me:

OK, tell me about yourself.

Tweety:

Um… I'm mixed with Black and White….

Me:

Who’s Black, who’s White?

Tweety:

My dad’s Black, my mom’s White…I like to dance, play every
kind of sport. I like to be wild, funny. I’m different and I don’t
care. I like to be myself.

Me:

What’s yourself?

Tweety:

Like who I am, I don’t want to be nobody else.

Me:

Who are you?

“Cool” is a slang term indicative of an amicable, but not overly friendly, relationship.
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Tweety:

Just a plain old girl with a typical average life in the middle school
dealing with everyday kind of problems.

Me:

What are some everyday problems that you all have?

Tweety:

Uh…Some people, they like to…some people always worrying
about how they look and all that. How they act. If they’re doing the
right thing. They always trying to be like the class clown and
they’re really not, and stuff. So I just be myself….Oh! Everybody
notices me, ‘cause I’m loud and I’m just out there! If I got
something on my mind, I’m gonna speak it. That’s who I am. (She
laughs.)

Me:

(pause)…OK…What’s unique about you?

Tweety:

Um…I can get along with everybody, most people. You can pick
me out of a whole crowd. If it was Black children, all Black
children you could pick me out. If it’s all White children, you can
pick me out of the whole crowd.

Tweety moved to the city from Florida during the previous school year. Upon
meeting her, many teachers and students assumed she was White, not Biracial (Root,
1996). I made this mistake as well12. Tweety has blue eyes, pale skin, and long wavy
brown hair. The colorful and gawdy accessories she chooses reflect her gregarious
personality. Though school rules prevent students from wearing red or blue bandanas, she
wears a red bandana to school everyday because red is her favorite color and she wants
everyone to know it. Tweety wears her hair in intricate braided styles that she creates
herself. She has two earring holes in both her ears, and she wears big hoop earrings. Once
12

Tweety’s participation in this study of Black girls is due to the fact that her teacher gave her the RIAS-B,
not me. The first day of Phase I, I distributed the RIAS-B to the Black female students. In one class, the
teacher informed me that I had actually missed two girls, whom I assumed were male. Even though
students wear uniforms, male and female students often wore similar shoes, accessories, and braided
hairstyles which made it difficult for me to determine their gender. For the remainder of the classes, I asked
the teachers to distribute the RIAS-B to the Black female students so I would not make that same mistake.
After RIAS-B mean scores and GPAs were recorded to choose Phase II participants, I was unaware of who
they would be, having known the participants solely by their data identification codes. When I approached
Tweety for participation in Phase II, I thought that she received the wrong survey during Phase I because I
distributed the MEIM (Phinney, 1997) to the female students who were not Black and she appeared to be
White.
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she even wore a Cadillac key that her grandfather had given her attached to her hoop
earring. She also wears colorful, mismatched shoelaces, and large ornate necklaces with
dangling dice. For fun, she likes to climb trees, dance to “old school” music with her
Pawpaw, and draw.
At school, Tweety speaks to everyone, but, unlike many other students, she is also
comfortable being alone. Most of her close friends are males. She and one of her male
friends briefly had romantic interest in each other. This relationship was short-lived
because Tweety claims she “missed having him as a friend and didn’t want to be fake.”
They are now “true friends” again. Also unlike many other students, Tweety is not
“messy13,” and refrains from entertaining school gossip. During school observations, she
did not get into arguments or fights even when her friends were involved. In fact, at the
end of the school year, she remained neutral when two large groups of girls were
planning the major fight. When asked to choose sides, she said that she would not
because she had friends on both sides and did not think they should fight anyway.
Though Tweety has a GPA of 3.625, she often comes to class unprepared and
unaware of assignments that are due. When she does become involved in classroom
discussions, she is active, engaging, and confident. She is outspoken and speaks her
opinions even when they challenge or contradict the teacher. She does so, however, in a
respectful manner. If she enjoys the lesson, she leads the discussion and listens to the
other students with her full attention. On the other hand, when the subject does not excite
her, she displays outward expressions of boredom, such as doodling, yawning, or
daydreaming.
Not only are Tweety’s grades high in the classroom, but her IOWA scores also
13

“Messy” is slang term that describes someone who starts fights and intrudes into people’s private affairs.
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reflect average to above average achievement. Her NPR in reading is 42, language 76,
mathematics 67, social studies 34, and science is 53. Her composite score NPR is 53
NPR. Her highest NPR ranking is 88 in punctuation, and her lowest ranking NPR is 27 in
vocabulary.
Recently, Tweety has experienced death in her family, racial harassment, and
family turmoil, which she describes as “everyday problems.” A year ago, she had two
close family members to die unexpectedly; and at the time of data collection, her favorite
aunt was terminally ill. During the school year, her family moved from their
neighborhood, known by local residents as “Klan Country,” because their White
neighbors, including children as young as three years old, constantly called them
“nigger.” Her mother was called a “nigger lover,” and her fifteen-year-old brother was
jailed after a fight that resulted from such name-calling. He has subsequently been moved
to a group home. One of Tweety’s after school responsibilities was to pick her sister up
from school. Initially, they rode the school bus, but later they chose to walk to avoid
racial epithets slung at them and at the older Black female bus driver by the young White
passengers.
An additional “everyday problem” with which Tweety grapples is an unstable
housing situation which resulted from legal matters involving her immediate family.
Within a typical week, she would stay at the home of each of three members of her
extended family. She would, however, contact me when she arrived at every residence to
ensure that I knew where to find her. These matters remained perpetually unresolved, and
one week before the new school year was to begin, she did not know which school she
would attend because she did not know where she would live. Despite what appeared to
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be chaotic family circumstances, both her immediate and extended family members love,
protect, and support Tweety, which helps to shield her from racial harassment. Also,
despite her struggles, she remains well mannered, friendly, and respectful.
Of the six participants, Tweety ranked second highest on the RIAS-B with a mean
score of 3.61. She attributes her views on race to her biracial heritage, asserting that “I
can’t be prejudiced, I’m mixed!” Even though she experienced teasing and harassment
from both Black and White people, she also received love and support from both her
Black and White family members (Wright, 1998).
Tweety hoped to become a pediatrician, actress, singer, and dancer. She also
wanted to be a beautician “on the side” to utilize her creative hair styling techniques.
Because Tweety is multitalented, she did not feel the need to choose a single career in the
future. She simply stated, “I want to be somebody!”
Mary Burgess
Me:

Today is Feb 24, and I’m here with [her real name] and she has
chosen Mary Burgess as her pseudonym. Now, why did you
choose Mary Burgess? You saw it on a movie?

Mary Burgess: It was one with Danny Glover and her name was Mary Burgess
and she did very good on the part she portrayed in the movie.
Me:

OK, what was her part?

Mary Burgess: (pause) She was a Black woman trying…She was an abolitionist
and she was trying to stop, you know, you know, help Black
people in their struggle.
Me:

(I nod) OK, tell me about yourself.

Mary Burgess: Well, my name is Mary Burgess and I… I want to help the world
and its struggle. And I want to be a Sign Language interpreter; if
not that I want to be an actor…I’m very good in drama. (I laugh)
I’m very like a drama queen, you know, very flamboyant and
really crazy. And…I would like to learn Sign Language in the
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future and probably teach, you know, deaf children Sign Language,
or hearing impaired… hearing impaired students do Sign Language
too.
Me:

OK, what are some of the struggles you see in the world?

Mary Burgess: Well, I see very color…color differences and how they affect the
world. How color affects the world and stuff, and you know, how
teachers bring it up every other now and then, and how we learn
about it through other teachers and through books also.
Me:

OK, tell me what’s unique about you.

Mary Burgess: (pause) What’s unique about me is, like, the way I’m outgoing, the
way I talk really. The way I like, that way that I… really, I ….I’m
really outgoing, and very visual, and very… very… a kind of
person that is going to be very emotional about stuff.
Mary Burgess tenaciously pursues activities about which she is passionate. She is
a cheerleader, member of the Drama Club, dance team, and the softball team. Even
though UMMS was being demolished at the end of the year, she led a group of students
to take pride in the physical appearance of the school. They created a bulletin board that
read, “Class of ’09! Keep it Gutta14!” They picked up paper, moved broken desks to the
dumpster, and created an unofficial scrapbook/yearbook because the school discontinued
publishing one due to budget constraints. Mary Burgess tried out for softball, despite her
mother’s frequent requests that she join the church choir instead of learn a new sport. She
had never played softball before in her life, but she was persistent. Not only did she make
the team, but also she received an award for the most team spirit. When her mother
discovered that she was on the team, she sighed and commented, “Mary Burgess leads
such an action packed life; she has to be in everything! I didn’t want her to do that.”
Mary Burgess never joined the church choir.

14

“Gutta” is a term created by a local rapper named Lil' Bootsie. Mary Burgess explained that it means the
ability to “keep it real, tell the truth about your feelings, and don’t lie about yourself.”
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In the classroom, Mary Burgess shouts answers, whether they are right or wrong,
and leads and contributes to class discussions. When her responses are right, she gives
herself compliments about how smart she is; when she is wrong, she unabashedly laughs.
According to her classmates, she is “smart at times in her own little way.” Though she is
intelligent, her grades fluctuate; her GPA is usually above a 2.5, but it has gone lower.
She normally does not complete extra credit assignments, but near the end of each report
card term, she works to boost low grades. If she does not do well, she usually blames the
teachers.
Her IOWA scores reflect varying, yet low, levels of achievement, with the
majority of her scores falling below the NPR of 50. Her NPR was reading 30, language
32, mathematics 39, science 28, and social studies 8, which was her lowest ranking. Her
composite NPR was 25. Her highest NPR was 57 in concepts and estimation.
Mary Burgess is average height, slim, with long hair and a bright smile, and she
describes herself as “beautiful, smart, and outgoing.” During school observations, I
noticed that she was highly influential in every group in which she was involved. She
flows easily among different cliques, and is highly respected as a leader by her friends,
neighbors, and school administrators. Her schoolmates say she “doesn’t dress like regular
people” because she chooses shoes that are not the latest trend and she often wears
accessories that are different from those worn by other students. Her response to her
schoolmates was, “I don’t want to look like anybody else. I want to look different. I love
awkward colors. I like to be known.” She is outspoken, and rarely passes an opportunity
to express her opinion to her teachers, parents, friends, and me.
Mary Burgess’ home was in an urban area within walking distance from UMMS.
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She lived with her stepfather, mother, and younger brother. She also had two older
sisters, a younger sister, and a niece who did not live with her, but who frequently visited.
Though her home was in a nice, redeveloped neighborhood, to get to school, she walked
through a desolate area filled with graffiti on the vacant buildings, broken and abandoned
vehicles, prostitutes, and drug addicts. In an effort to clean the community and out of
sheer boredom, she led a group of her neighborhood friends, all of whom happened to be
male, to refurbish an abandoned shed and turn it into their clubhouse.
Mary Burgess’ mother worked for the city cutting grass and her stepfather worked
as a mortgage loan officer. They were very supportive and encouraging of her
educational and personal growth, and were active in the school meetings and community
affairs. Her stepfather had completed a few college courses, and her Mother did not
complete college. Both of her older sisters, however, were college educated. Her younger
brother was an elementary school student and he often accompanied her in activities
throughout the neighborhood.
During our first interview, Mary Burgess spoke extensively on her views about
sexism, racism, the death penalty, and victimization of women. She carried these same
views into the school, using her class projects to express her opinions about world events
and unfair treatment of humans. One assignment in reading class was for students to
collaborate and advertise a product of their own creation. Mary Burgess persuaded her
group to market a morning after pill for women to avoid unwanted pregnancy. She wrote
the jingle in the form of a rap song, which read:
I got a pill that can take away [a] baby.
Instead of going crazy like Stan on that song, by Slim Shady.
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My baby daddy [don’t] care cause he ain’t paying no bills.
There won’t be no problems, if you take this pill.
This idea was quickly banned by school authorities. Undeterred, the group instead created
an adhesive for women to repair had their teeth that had been knocked out as a result of
domestic violence. Mary Burgess also wrote a play in her Drama class, “No Pushin’
Without Asking!” about a girl who was date raped after drinking alcohol at a party and
had the courage to call the police despite her fears that she was partially responsible for
the rape.
Not only does Mary Burgess use her class projects to express her opinions, but
she takes a firm stand on activities which she opposes in her daily life. During the
summer, she began karate lessons at the community center, and she thoroughly enjoyed
this new sport. After discovering from friends that the teacher was physically abusing his
daughter, she refused to attend lessons any more. Denying herself the pleasure of learning
a new sport in order to adhere to her personal philosophy, she explained, “I ain’t going to
that no more! I can’t be up in there and he treat her like that!”
Of all the participants, Mary Burgess has the lowest RIAS of a 3.2, a score which
is still indicative of an above-average Black racial identity and a multicultural worldview.
Though UMMS has a predominately Black student population, she has friends at school
of other races. In fact, she spends time with a fellow cheerleader who is Chinese and a
member of the Buddhist faith. She told me that she learns a lot from her because they
openly discuss their differences in race, religion, marriage, and economics.
Fitting with her strong views on human rights and her desire to change the world,
Mary Burgess aspires to become a lawyer. She also wants to be a Sign Language
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Interpreter, an actress, and a singer. She does not limit herself to these activities, and
explains that she wants to do many things in life.
Red
Me:

Do you have three words you can use to describe yourself?

Red:

Intelligent, funny, crazy.

Me:

(I laugh) How you crazy?

Red:

I don’t know, just….

Me:

Mary Burgess, how she crazy?

Mary Burgess: She’s goofy, but she’s very smart.
Me:

OK, what’s unique about you, Red?

Red:

(pause)…I make people laugh.

Me:

OK, what's unique about you, Mary Burgess?

Mary Burgess: Um… my mouth (she laughs), and I can talk a lot and stuff like
that… and I can talk a lot.
Me:

OK, Red…what are…You’re involved in a lot of activities. Tell
me everything you do.

Red:

(pause) I play for the AU team, the Big Buddy tutoring program…
I dance for my church. I sing for my church… I play basketball for
my church…

Me:

Dang!

Red:

I’m in… I go to Bible study… That’s it.

Me:

Ummhmm…You do some more stuff at UMMS…

Red:

Oh! I sing for UMMS, I dance for UMMS, I play basketball for
UMMS, I play softball for UMMS, and that’s it.

Me:

That’s a lot of stuff, girl, how you got time?

Red:

I don’t ever have time.
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Me:

(I laugh) I’m glad you came over here today; you had time for me
and Mary Burgess!

Everyone laughs loudly…
Red:

It’s a rainy day so…

Me:

(I laugh loudly) A lot of stuff was cancelled so you can come!
That’s cool!

Red was apprehensive about being involved in the study. In fact, it was after three
months of informal conversations and school observations that she agreed to the
interviews. Even then, she set parameters. During interviews and informal observations
she brought either her favorite cousin or Mary Burgess, who is her good friend. She and I
did not meet alone on any occasion. Through prolonged engagement, and no doubt the
participation of Mary Burgess, Red gained trust in me (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Despite
her initial caution about being involved in the study, toward the end of data collection she
asked if I would hang with her the following school year.
During the first school observation, Red seemed to be focused on her schoolwork
and appeared to teachers to be quiet, shy, and well behaved. She has a GPA of 2.75 and is
cooperative, quickly complying with teacher’s request to complete class assignments.
According to her English teacher, “Red is tomboyish. She’s a good girl. She has opened
up, but not in a bad way. She is extremely quiet and doesn’t like a lot of attention drawn
to her.” Often, during observations, she would be the only student doing her work while
her classmates ignored the teachers. Red did talk to her classmates while she worked, and
though she did not outwardly misbehave, she did cleverly involve herself in mischievous
activities. For example, instead of talking out loud in class, she and her friends developed
an elaborate network of passing notes, replete with code names and color coordination

108

(Finders, 1996). Also, I observed her sneak occasional treats to eat during class, pretend
to complete assignments while actually doing work for other teachers, respond to notes
she received through the network, forge her grandmother’s signature on a letter from the
teacher, obtain teacher permission to go to the restroom while actually meeting friends in
the hall, hit friends when the teacher looked the other way, and sit in the back of the
classroom to conceal other similar behaviors. The teachers rarely noticed her involvement
in these activities, and if they did, they rarely scolded her.
On the IOWA test, Red’s scores all fell below the national average of 50. Her
NPR in Reading was 24, in Language 22, in Math 16, in Social Studies 22, and in
Science 8. Her composite score was at the 14th percentile. Her highest ranking was in
Spelling where she ranked at the 32nd percentile, and her lowest ranking was in Maps and
Diagrams with a ranking at the 5th percentile.
Red is tall, thin, and athletic, and lives a very active life. She wore her pants
sagging15, her shoes unlaced, hooded jackets, headbands across her cornrows16, and
wristbands17. Most girls carried purses to school; however, Red carried a black backpack
bearing the National Basketball Association emblem, described by other students as a
“man purse.” Her grandmother bought her a basketball when she was three, and now she
is a very skilled player. This year, Red led the UMMS girl’s basketball team to victory as
the city champions, for which she received many trophies and accolades.
In addition to Red’s school activities, she was involved with her church and
15

“Sagging,” also known as the “jailhouse look,” is a style of wearing pants hanging low on the hips (see
Cousins, 1999). This style is frequently worn by males, especially rappers.
16
“Cornrows” is a hair style where the hair is braided flat to the head similar to rows of corn in a field.
17
I made the “identity” mistake with Red. When I first met her, I thought she was a male student because
of her clothing and hairstyle. During data collection, she did confirm that many people mistake her for
male. When that happened, she found it to be amusing.
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community. At church, she was active in the youth ministry and helped in whatever
capacity she was needed. During the summers, she volunteered at the community center,
tutoring “them bad kids,” and she played basketball for three local teams, two of which
awarded her the Most Valuable Player recognition. Recently, one of her dreams came
true when she attended a basketball camp with her favorite female college basketball
player. Even though she enjoyed herself, her cousin teased that Red was too shy to ask
her role model for an autograph. Red agreed and blushed in response.
As the study evolved, Red began to invite me to see her play basketball. After one
YMCA game, the coach from the opposing team invited her to join the Dream Team, a
group that travels as far as Hawaii to compete. Additionally, there were three local high
schools currently recruiting her for their basketball teams, though she had one year of
middle school remaining. While basketball was her favorite sport, she also played softball
and ran track. The following year, she planned to expand her skills and try out for the
football and volleyball teams. Confident that she would be chosen for the football team,
she was trying out because she liked the sport and wanted to be the first girl to play
football at her high school so she could leave a legacy for playing a variety of sports.
Red lived with her grandparents in an urban neighborhood that was within
walking distance of UMMS. Unlike many homes in that area, their home had a neatly
manicured lawn that was enclosed with a fence. She and her siblings had been raised at
this residence by her maternal grandparents from birth. Red was the oldest sibling, and
she had two younger sisters and one younger brother. Their mother visited occasionally,
but Red did not know the identity of her father. Her grandmother said, “As long as she
got her grandparents, she don’t need no father! Long as she got her grandfather, her
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pawpaw in her life, he a good role model in her life, and he wants her to do well…same
go for me, I want her to better her life.” Red’s grandmother did not finish high school and
she did not work outside the home and her grandfather cut grass at a daycare. As her
unofficial parents, her grandparents support Red in her academic and social pursuits in
the absence of her mother and father (Kerpelman, Shoffner, & Ross-Griffin, 2002). She
frequently spends time with her extended family. Red’s favorite cousin, who cornrowed
her hair, lived around the corner and frequently spent time with her. Her cousin also
attended UMMS, and, as mentioned, participated in informal observations during data
collection.
Red had a RIAS-B mean score of 3.44, the same mean score as LaShae and
Angel. Red did not talk much about race, but she was aware of the contributions of Black
Americans, both locally and nationally, who were leaders in race relations at the time.
The other participants did not express as much knowledge as Red about current events
concerning race.
Fitting with her basketball talents, Red aspired to play for the WNBA. She
already had college plans, and she knew what was required to get into a school, play
basketball, and enter the league. After college, she expressed a desire to move to New
Orleans or Atlanta. In addition to her goals regarding basketball, Red hoped to become a
pediatrician. She commented that this would be her contribution to help children, noting
that although she liked to help children, she did not want to have any of her own.
Portrait of the Participants
The above brief biographies of these six participants provide evidence that,
consistent with the purposive selection procedures designed for this study, each girl
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shared the common thread of success. They were the Black female students with the
highest RIAS-B mean scores and the highest GPAs in their respective grade level who
agreed to participate in the study. Notwithstanding this commonality, the girls varied in
personality, physical appearance, personal choices, ethnic heritage, everyday activities,
family racial structure, and future aspirations. The table shows a summary of the
participants’ biographies with data on their academic track & GPA, RIAS-B, SES, family
racial structure, and family education and occupation.
Table 3: Portrait of the Participants
“My
Girl”
Princess

LaShae

Angel

Tweety

Mary
Burgess

Red

Academic RIAS-B
Track/
GPA/Grade
4.33
Magnet
3.57
6th grade
3.44
Magnet
3.75
6th grade
3.44
Magnet
3.125
6th grade

SES18

Family Racial
Structure

Full
price

All Black

Free

Biracial and
White Relatives

Free

Jamaican Father
Black Mother
Black
Grandmother

Traditional
3.625
7th grade
Traditional
2.75
7th grade

3.61

Free

Black Father
White Mother

3.28

Reduced
price

All Black

Traditional
2.75
7th grade

3.44

Free

All Black

18

Family Educational Levels
and Occupation
Father – M.Ed, Assistant
Principal
Mother – M.Ed, Librarian
Father-HS19, Truck Driver
Mother – HS, Bus Aide
Father – BA, Employment
Uncertain
Mother – HS, Grocery
Cashier
Grandmother- HS, Grocery
Baker
Father – HS, Manual Labor
Mother – Some HS,
Unemployed
Stepfather –Some C20,
Mortgage Loan Officer
Mother – Some C, Public
Employee
Grandmother- Some HS,
Homemaker
Grandfather – Some HS,
Custodian

SES (Socioeconomic status) is based upon the participants’ eligibility to receive a free, reduced, or full
priced lunch.
19
HS is high school.
20
C is college.
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My involvement in the participants’ lives opened access to other significant
relationships, such as that of their family members, classmates, and friends. Attending
their church services, family gatherings, community activities, and weekend social events
provided the opportunity to learn how their “non-school” life had impact on their school
activities (Nieto, 2000). The knowledge gained through those interactions was essential
to understanding who each girl was. As I learned more about them and became more
involved with them, I also came into contact with many people who wanted to know
more about me and the study.
Who’s That Lady?21: Entering the Field as a Participant-Observer at UMMS
Hangin’ with my girls was the intent, but certainly not the extent of data
collection for this study. As many ethnographers explain, in order for a researcher to be
familiar with the perspectives of the participants, she should become both an observer
and a participant in their culture (Denzin, 1997; Dolby, 2002; Eisenhart, 2001; Gall,
Borg, & Gall, 2003; Mertz, 2000; Trueba & Zou, 2002). The role of participant-observer
combined with prolonged engagement and extensive and intensive involvement helps the
researcher to understand people, activities, and locales that affect the lives of the
participants (Denzin, 1997).
Entering the world of adolescent Black middle school girls and their worlds was
simultaneously challenging and equally fulfilling. While I am Black, female, and once
attended middle school, significant differences exist between our cultures, experiences,
vantage points, and views. In many instances, my role as participant-observer was natural
because I existed in some of the same worlds as the participants (Villenas, 1996). As

21

This title comes from a song by the Isley Brothers (1979) who describe an unknown, mysterious woman
in their midst whom they would all like to get to know.
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Princess’ mother, for example, cautioned me before visiting her church that things were
“a little different.” I laughed to myself because I attend the same large multicultural
church and gave the same “warning” when I invited Black people to visit with me. Later,
I discovered that Angel also occasionally attended Bible study at this same church. In still
another time, as I was walking in my neighborhood, I was surprised to see LaShae and
her cousins outside playing. They were visiting family who live around the corner from
me, so they began visiting me when they were there. LaShae and I would meet on the
street corner to talk and play games while her younger cousins and sisters rode their
bikes.
In entering the field to conduct qualitative research, there is a degree of
participation that the researcher must enact to be flexible in the new environment
(Marshall & Rossman, 1999; Patton, 1990). During Phase I of data collection, I explained
to the students that I would be spending time at UMMS, and that I was available for
questions about the research study. Having received access and invitation to school
events, I visited their sports events, cheerleading practice, ate lunch at the school, and
spent time with the secretaries in the front office to learn more about the school culture.
Teachers invited me to visit their classes and provided information about students and the
UMMS culture. Therefore, when I returned to begin Phase II, many students and teachers
were familiar with me as a participant in their school events.
According to Marshall and Rossman (1999), “participant observation demands
first hand involvement in the social world chosen to study. Immersion in the setting
allows the researcher to hear, see, and begin to experience reality as the participants do”
(p. 106). Inherently, this engagement includes becoming acquainted with the meaningful
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people with whom the participants have relationships, such as classmates, neighbors, and
other loosely connected people. During data collection, almost everyone questioned my
position, sometimes suspiciously, when I took notes. Many times I overheard the
participants being asked, “Who’s that lady?” Their responses differed.
Being “that lady” in their lives meant that although I was immersed in their
culture, there was an element of detachment that remained steady in order to objectively
collect data (Gall, Borg, & Gall, 2003). Sometimes the participants and I would be
involved in normal, everyday conversations, and I would ask them if I could write down
what they said. Often they responded, “Yeah, I don’t care,” and continued talking, or they
might ask, “Write what down?” because they were unaware they had said anything
significant. During these everyday activities, participants’ views on race and education
emerged through their reactions to music, movies, or current events (Arnett, 1996). Once
when I visited Mary Burgess, she invited me to watch a movie, something she normally
did on weekends. The movie, “Romeo Never Dies,” is a remake of Romeo and Juliet, and
depicts two feuding families whose children fall in love with each other. The plot differs
from the Shakespearean play in that the love affair involves an interracial couple -- a
Chinese male, portrayed by Jet Li, and a Black female, portrayed by Aaliyah. After
watching the movie, and at Mary Burgess’s prompting, we discussed our views about
mixed- race dating.
My involvement with the participants also included interviews with and
observations of their family members. Often, younger siblings would sneak into the room
during interviews and eavesdrop on the discussion until the participant insisted that they
leave. Sometimes such modest involvement was enough to appease the children’s
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interest. More often, however, they wanted greater involvement in our activities and
joined us if the participant granted permission. The presence of younger family members
showed me how the participants related to their families. For example, LaShae’s fiveyear-old sister cried when we were leaving to go to the mall. To quiet her, LaShae
allowed her to come. Seeing the benefits, she developed a pattern of crying every time we
left. Tears did not work every time, though, and after two such episodes, she was left at
home. In another example, Angel brought her aunt with us to see Scooby Doo at the
movie theater. It was an enjoyable evening, and I was able to see Angel interact with a
person who is of great significance to her. Similarly, Tweety brought her sister and her
cousin along to a pizza buffet. Observing the interactions and sharing an afternoon meal
with her family was most helpful in coming to understand Tweety. In these ways, the
inclusion of the family members allowed me to see participants’ interactions in a variety
of contexts and with significant people in their lives.
Each of the parents and guardians not only welcomed me into their homes but
also included me in family dinners, parties, and outings. It was pleasing to know that my
involvement was not viewed by the participants and their families as disruptive. The
girls, in fact, began to invite me to events beyond their homes because they wanted me to
meet their extended family and friends. For instance, Tweety’s father mentioned that he
trusted me, explaining that it was rare for him to allow her to go places with people who
were not family members. Conversely, Tweety did not include me when she visited her
maternal grandmother in a community widely known as “Klan Country” because, as she
stated, it was “too messy” over there. As the study progressed, Mary Burgess’ mother
adopted a maternalistic role with me. Fussing about my “dull” lipstick, when I visited she
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would apply new makeup that met her approval. She also called when she cooked large
dinners because, like my own parents, she felt that I was not eating properly and needed
“meat on my bones.” Additionally, Red’s grandmother offered to participate in a
parent/guardian interview despite physical limitations from a prior throat surgery that
make it difficult for her to speak clearly22. During the interview, she answered the
questions and even shared Red’s baby pictures and stories about her childhood. When I
left her house, I felt so honored that I cried tears of joy.
On the other hand, my role as participant-observer was sometimes difficult. As
Bogdan & Biklen (1998) explain, when studying culture, a researcher’s identity might
affect the fieldwork relationships, though similar visible characteristics are sources of
familiarity. Because I am Black and female, most of the participants assumed that I was
acquainted with certain music, slang terminology, jokes, and dances by virtue of our
shared race and gender. Sometimes I was able to communicate about these topics, but
often I was not. Although I am considered to be a native ethnographer due to our
commonalities (Villenas, 1996), significant differences between my personal
characteristics and those of the participants such as age, family composition,
socioeconomic differences, and schooling experiences caused me to question these
assumed similarities.
During school observations, I often found myself in the precarious position of an
adult who is aligned with students. Knowing that I could never be “one of them” (Adams,
1994), but also understanding my role as both participant/observer and insider/outsider
(Bogdan & Biklen, 1998), I decided to remain as close to the participants as possible both

22

Because of her physical condition, I was not going to ask her to participate in the interview, however one day she
asked about the status of the study and said she would like to be interviewed just like the other parents.
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physically and in my appearance. I sat with them at lunch, Big Break, assemblies, and in
classes. Most of the time I wore the school uniform of khaki pants and a blue shirt and
my hair styled in braids, similar to students at UMMS. Because of my clothing choices
and my youthful appearance, I was often mistaken as a student. The disciplinarian, for
example, admonished me for being “out of uniform” the few times I wore blue jeans.
When she realized her mistake, she would laugh and say, “Girl! That’s you!” Another
time, a teacher told me, “I forgot you're sitting in here, you just blend in with everyone
else.”
School officials and teachers included me in conversations or comments, as if I
were “one of them” by virtue of my status as an adult and my position as an educational
researcher (Adams, 1994). Before the study began, I introduced myself at a faculty
meeting and explained the study so that they would be familiar with me. While I was
being inclusive and attempting to gain trust of the faculty, this position both
disenfranchised me from my participants and their classmates and provided me with the
advantage of easy access to school personnel. One teacher frequently asked me to watch
the class when she left, much to my dismay. Another teacher would look at me
knowingly for my confirmation when the entire class misbehaved and say, “See what I
have to deal with!” Then she would reprimand the students for their poor behavior in
front of me, “the guest.”
Being considered “one of them” by school administrators brought the advantage
of gaining access to much insight on the school culture and the participants, and to
official documents such as test scores and report cards. The assistant principal and
teachers included me in closed-door conversations about the students, the school, and
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their views on education. They invited me to sit in on disciplinary meetings, saying they
wanted me to see what “was really going on.” It was after such interactions that I realized
teacher interviews were essential to my data collection, and 13 teachers were invited and
agreed to participate. Their views added much depth to the study.
During data collection at UMMS, my role as participant and observer often
shifted; many times I had to put the pen and notebook down to become involved in their
activities. Still, as I proved myself worthy to become an integral part of their community
through my participation, I retained my theoretical lens (Gall, Borg, & Gall, 2003). One
such instance occurred on the first day of drama class. The teacher asked every student to
sit in a circle on the floor and anonymously write something positive about each
classmate. At the end of the exercise, she encouraged students to use these compliments
as a reference if they felt incompetent to perform in front of their classmates. The teacher
and I participated in the activity and also provided and received written comments. A
sampling of the comments written about me is offered below.
4/2/04, Drama Class Comments
Thank you for spending time with me. (your braids are also pretty)
Very fun to be around not like other teacher (keeps it real)
She cool she follow people everywhere they go so they can’t skip, but very COOL!
You is a very good friend to me
You are very sweet & thoughtful. I love seeing you interact with these kids – they
need more positive influences like you
You are the nicest teacher and I would like you to be my teacher (everyday)
These comments even made me feel confident of the importance of this study and gaining
understanding of successful Black female students.
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Later, during that same class, the students asked me and the White female teacher
to perform an improvisation about two girls who got into an argument after discovering
they shared the same boyfriend. Having never experienced such a situation in real life,
but being put on the spot, I felt slightly apprehensive. I knew that my performance would
determine, and perhaps secure, my position within the group (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998)
for better or worse. If I did well, I could be viewed as “cool” by the participants and
validated by the other students in the class. If my performance went poorly, I stood to
lose credibility with the participants and their peers. After the impromptu routine, the
teacher and I gave each other relieved dap23, while the students laughed and said, “They
so gutta!” Later, she explained that she had the same sense of apprehension because she
never had such experience in real life either.
Similarly, during Big Break, students asked me to participate in a freestyle24
session, which I did. Upon their request, I taught them a few “old school” dance moves
from my years as a middle school student. On another occasion, in gym class, I obliged
the teacher and students’ request to participate in a kickball game when there were not
enough players to make a team. Having been a skilled kickball player in middle school, I
enjoyed the game and showed my ability to fit into their environment. Again, such
activities allowed me further access with the group and helped facilitate relationships
with both teachers and other students augmenting the depth of the data collected.
It was not until much later, however, that I realized the importance of my
participation in these activities. After I had become more familiar with the students and
involved in the school environment, Red heard through her classmates that I was “cool,”

23
24

“Dap” is a slang term for a particular handshake given for approval, agreement, or greeting.
“Freestyling” is the ability to create a rap about a particular topic on demand.
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and approached me to say that she wanted to remain in the study. Even though she had
previously allowed me to observe her at school, she told me that she was too busy for
interviews. At the time she approached me, I was debating whether or not she should
remain a participant because I did not want to violate her need for privacy. When she
volunteered to continue, I was overjoyed. My field notes reflect my exhilaration over her
decision.
4/11/04, Methodological Journal
I’m so excited! A breakthrough! Red approached me and asked if she could hang out!
When I came to get her, she had three girls with her (without my knowledge) which is
cool since it would make her feel comfortable.
In hindsight, I realize that Red studied me before allowing me to study her.
Participants and the people in their lives are often at odds with the function,
purpose, and role of the ethnographer. As Wolcott (2002) describes, “in our sometimes
grim determination to learn all we can about the individuals with whom we conduct
research, we forget that others can be quite curious about us, including why we are
curious about them” (p.162). Described by the participants’ classmates as “the follower,”
“the shadow,” “the tracker,” “the reporter,” or “the mentor,” I was as much the object of
interest to the students at UMMS as they were to me. One male student accused me of
being “the nerd on LSU’s campus” because I told him that I had never attended a sports
game and I did not know any of the football players. Another common encounter was
being asked by a non-participant, “Who you following today?” to which I would jokingly
say, “You!” Believing that I was sincere, they would straighten up, change their
demeanor to appear serious, and pretend to pay attention in class while sneaking glances
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at me. Not knowing the parameters of the study, other students would offer to participate,
warning me that I would have to skip classes with them. One student wanted me to
shadow her, and then she quickly changed her mind, saying, “That’s OK! I’m too bad for
that!” Another student told me I should shadow her, explaining, “maybe it will make me
do my work.”
Many students poured out their emotions and shared secrets or vital information
with me during lunch, Big Break, or while I was waiting for the participants after school.
Some of them offered their journals, personal notes, and schoolwork to examine for my
approval or response. When students I did not know passed their high-stakes exams, they
showed me their results and I shared their excitement with daps and high-fives.
Particularly interesting was the countless conversations about nerds, race, slang, Black
people, and slavery – all topics they were eager to discuss. Additionally, students with
whom I had little contact reported to me the latest news about fights, gossip, and their
weekend activities. Taking advantage of the opportunity to be messy, some would
“squeal” on the participants, informing me, “Your girl cutting class today!”
One White female student enrolled in the magnet program suggested that I
shadow her. Before I could frame a suitable reason to tell her why she could not be in the
study, because I did not want to mention the racial specifications of the participants, she
told me that I probably did not pick her because she was “too different” from the rest of
the students25. When I asked her to elaborate, she explained that she was not popular and
she wanted to be home schooled or to attend a school with students who wanted to learn.
She complained that her classmates harassed her because she was White and she had

23 This particular student had, in fact, completed the Multiethnic Identity Measure (Phinney, 1994), the
survey that was given to students who were not Black.
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even been pushed down the stairs. To shield herself from such attacks, she went to the
library during Big Break, knowing the offending students would not follow her there.
This confession was as equally disturbing as interesting. I began to pay her special
attention during observations with the sixth grade participants who each take classes with
her. While I did not observe the harsh behaviors she described, I did observe that she was
socially isolated from her peers. Because she approached me and shared these feelings,
and because I was truly concerned about her, we often engaged in leisure conversations
during my spare moments.
Just as the White female student inquired why I did not include her in the study,
the male students wanted to know why I “only followed girls.” One student in particular
was very interested in the study and asked what I was writing as I took notes. After I
explained to him the process of observations and field notes, he offered his assistance,
explaining that I could not see what was happening everywhere and that I was probably
missing something important. Much to my surprise and pleasure, he presented me his
field notes at the end of the day with a big smile (McIntyre, 2000). His perspectives of an
average day at UMMS provided great insight into the study.
4/26/04 Male Student’s Field Notes
Science
One boy said He’s going to paralise [paralyze] my legs. The same boy hit me in
the eye. He also is a bully. I said I am going to skip and go to Mrs. R.’s class
Reading
Some girls are starting messy they like starting mess. two boys had a fight in the
boys bathroom. One girl keep talking stuff. One boy always is saying something

123

crazy. One girl is doing her hair. One girl is sleeping. One boy is beating on the
desk. another girl is combing her hair. One boy is singing another girl is playing with
her hair.
Indeed, his observations showed the activities of male and female students during class,
and helped me to see a male student’s view of a typical day at UMMS.
Whether I was viewed as a shadow, follower, tracker, or that lady, my role as an
ethnographer meant different things to different people. To me, it meant that I could
participate in and glean from the lives of successful Black girls, as much as they and their
families allowed. To the participants, it meant that they had someone around who was
curious about discussions and habits that they might not have considered as interesting.
To the families, it meant they have an additional person who showed concern about their
daughters. To the school officials, it meant having another adult in their environment to
vent to, to confer with, or to contend with. To the UMMS students, it meant that they had
a distraction, addition, or pastime in the school campus. Regardless of my purpose, role,
function, or title, hangin’ with my girls was an intensive experience that revealed
important aspects about successful Black female students in an urban middle school.
Chapter Conclusion
This chapter introduced the participants and my role as an ethnographer at
UMMS. The subsequent chapters expand upon the themes concerning education and race
that emerged during data collection and subsequent analysis. Though there are definite
and distinct characteristics about the participants that make each of them unique, there are
commonalities beyond their GPA’s and RIAS-B results. Chapter Five focuses on
meanings the participants attached to educational and social experiences in school.
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Chapter Six focuses on race and its significance in the participants’ lives. Chapter Seven,
the final chapter, details the educational implications of the research.
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CHAPTER FIVE
“WHAT YOU GET IS WHAT YOU GET!”
WELCOME TO THE SCHOOL WORLDS AND COOL WORLDS
OF SUCCESSFUL BLACK FEMALE STUDENTS
3/30/04, Semi-Structured Interview, Princess
Me:
Princess:
Me:
Princess:

Me:
Princess:

What do you do at school?
Eat, talk, and sleep.
At school!?
(arrogantly) Do what I do best! Walk around, talk…you
know, mingle a little bit…you know, the concession stand,
that’s what we mainly do!
Oh!
We just come to school just to learn, and whatever you
learn that’s what you learn! What you get is what you get!
(pause) I don’t think anybody come to school just to learn.
Learning is the only big thing you do, but it’s not the main
thing! The main thing is Big Break, just like walking
around.

Chapter Overview - Educational Experiences of Successful Black Female Students
Successful participants in this study had GPAs indicative of academic success
(UMMS School Improvement Plan, 2003) and RIAS-B scores indicative of a positive
Black racial identification (McDermott & Spencer, 1996). While the participants were
among the most academically successful students at UMMS, the opportunity for social
exchange was, in their opinions, the most important activity in which they engaged. In
fact, the participants expressed that their success included, but did not focus on,
education, learning, and making good grades, a finding similar to that reported by
Dworkin, Larsen, and Hansen (2003) and Nieto (2000). Overwhelmingly, the chance to
play sports, talk to friends, and enjoy themselves socially at school outweighed learning
and attention to academics that would seemingly be important to students with high
GPA’s. Often, the participants expressed boredom with classroom experiences while they
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were excited about school social activities, such as school dances, school gossip, and
school fights.
This chapter focuses on the educational experiences of the participants, with
particular emphasis on their views of the purpose of school and of obtaining an
education. UMMS’ Big Break is discussed first because it frames a discussion of the
convergence and divergence, of the school worlds and cool worlds in which the
participants and many of their classmates were involved. From this discussion, the
chapter moves to an examination of the ways the participants merge their academic and
social identities by “bringing themselves up” and developing “backup plans.”
The next section provides a discussion of the academic system that created social
divisions between the UMMS students through the tracking system imposed by the
magnet program. Following that discussion, the participants’ utilization of school to
satisfy their individual goals and launch their future careers, which they described as “a la
carte,” is examined. The chapter concludes with a section about ways the participants
“work the system” to receive academic and social benefits in exchange for good
behavior, respect for authority, and maintaining a good reputation. Through an
investigation of both the academic and social experiences of the participants, this chapter
provides insight into the relative salience of education in the lives of these successful
Black female students at UMMS.
Gimme a Break! “Big Break” as the Context for School World-Cool World Convergence
Princess’ view of the purpose of school, presented at the beginning of this
chapter, is that school is a place “not just to learn.” This sentiment is indicative of the
attitudes and behaviors of many students at UMMS, and of many middle school students
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in general (Bacon, 1993; Gibbons & Stiles, 2004; Pelligrini & Bohn, 2005; Williamson &
Johnson, 2004). The importance of socializing at school is not uniquely American.
Gibbons & Stiles (2004) found in their study of the views of international youth
regarding education and socialization, that in other countries as well teens view the
classroom as a place to socialize, have fun, and goof off.
The pre-eminence of socializing is punctuated by Gibbons and Stiles’ (2004)
report that academic topics occupy less than 50% of students’ thoughts while they are at
school. The remainder of students’ time is consumed with thoughts about social activities
with their classmates and about themselves. Bacon (1993) found similar attitudes from
her interviews with fifty-two middle school students. These students also did not see
school as a place to learn, but rather as a socially important venue because of time spent
with friends. In the present study, Princess, who was a sixth grader enrolled in the magnet
program, fervently maintained that the primary reason she attended school was to
socialize. She responded to the question about why she attended school with this
assertion, “Well, to learn, and to socialize, and to meet new people.” Thus, she
acknowledged learning as a reason for going to school, but like the other participants in
the present study, she also asserted the importance of the social benefits of attending
school.
For many UMMS students, Big Break was the most important time of the school
day because it served as the primary opportunity to engage in social exchange.
Considered an extended version of the three-minute time period designated to pass
between classes, which students used for socializing, Big Break was a ten-minute recess
period following lunch. Because they were not allowed to participate in school sports,
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sixth grade students particularly enjoyed it. LaShae spoke for many of her grade mates
when she said, “Sixth graders can’t do anything at school but Big Break.” Seventh
graders also cherished the time. When Mary Burgess, a seventh grader, discussed her
opinions about school, she complained that Big Break was not long enough but classes
were too long. Thus, Big Break was the center of students’ socialization and the
opportunity for many students to fulfill plans they made during class time.
Lunch officially preceded Big Break, but with the exception of Princess who
loved to eat, the participants typically rushed through lunch to enjoy a longer break.
Sometimes the participants actually skipped lunch in the school cafeteria in favor of the
more time efficient junk food sold at the concession stand. This strategy afforded more
opportunity to spend Big Break engaging in conversations, creating hair styles, clarifying
notes passed during class time, making weekend plans, and hanging out with friends from
other classes (Cousins, 1999; Finders, 1996).
One day during Big Break Red’s cousin cornrowed her hair while their friends sat
around and made comments about various hairstyles. Due to the limited amount of time,
she did not finish braiding Red’s hair during Big Break and for the remainder of the day
Red wore her hair half braided and half loose. Both the actions of Red’s cousin braiding
her hair in public and Red wearing a half complete hairstyle in public were peculiar to
me. Later, after watching music videos and movies with the participants, I found that
both the practices of public braiding and wearing “half complete” hairstyles mirrored
activities of their favorite sports heroes, rap artists, and movie stars (Brown &
Witherspoon, 2001; Einerson, 1998; Larson, 1995; Steele & Brown, 1995).
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The importance of Big Break at UMMS, according to Red, should not be
underestimated. She stated that, “The least thing I like about school is the rules, and the
most thing I like about school is Big Break…I talk to my friends, sit down, and watch
people.” Red’s displeasure with rules is common attitude among middle school students.
At UMMS, Big Break provided an outlet because school rules were less strictly enforced.
Students freely displayed behaviors such as loud cursing, running, pushing, and teasing in
full view of supervising teachers and administrators. As long physical harm was avoided,
students were not reprimanded.
Big Break was also a time for competitive and communal activities. Students had
flipping contests, freestyling matches, and dancing displays. They congregated around
fellow classmates and wildly cheered as more students joined these informal
competitions. For me, these activities were nostalgic. During my own school days, we
participated in similar dance contests, and, unless there were rumors of a “real” fight, our
teachers also did not intervene. At UMMS, the competitive displays served to build the
student community. When the bell rang, students concluded their exhibitions with daps
and promises to “get them back” the next day.
Ostensible academic activities also occurred during Big Break. These activities,
however, usually centered on beating the system and included such things as copying
each other’s homework, creating cheat sheets, or making plans to distract afternoon
teachers from administering a quiz. On rare occasion a few students used Big Break time
for genuine academic purposes. LaShae opted to spend this period with her one of her
teachers to learn PowerPoint. Subsequently, the teacher repeatedly emphasized that of all
his students, she was the only one who took advantage of his offer to teach them the
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software program. And, indeed, it was a sacrifice for LaShae who once noted, “I don’t do
activities in school…but I like to hang around with my friends at Big Break.” Similarly, a
particularly shy student used Big Break to become a library helper, thereby avoiding peer
interaction. At the end of the year, this student was given a special award for her
assistance. At the presentation, administrators gave her a plaque and emphasized her use
of Big Break to help develop the school library.
Teacher awareness of the importance of Big Break to students enabled them to
threaten denying the social activity to students who exhibited disruptive lunchroom
behavior. The sting of this punishment was enhanced when teachers would require a table
to students to sit in the lunchroom longer because of the misbehavior of a single student.
Few students wanted that pressure of everyone at their table loosing Big Break time
because of the single student’s bad behavior. Consequently, even the most vocal students
were noticeably well mannered and rarely talked or became belligerent in the cafeteria.
The school worlds and cool worlds of the participants merged as they expressed
both their social and academic identities at Big Break and in the classroom. The
participants were able to merge their multiple identities at school in ways that ensured
that they maintained high academic grades and social involvement.
Merging School Worlds and Cool Worlds: Smart Students “Bring Themselves Up” With
“Back Up Plans”
Many studies point out that students who excel in school frequently adopt
multiple identities that incorporate both their social and academic identities (Chambers &
Schreiber, 2004; Hemmings, 1996; Hemmings, 1998; Horvat & Antonio, 1999; Noguera,
2003; Roeser & Galloway, 2002). According to Roeser and Galloway (2002), for smart
students school identities need to be socially relevant so that they feel comfortably well-
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rounded. Academically talented students typically develop multiple identities that involve
athletics and extracurricular activities. Students need to feel a balance between their
academic and non-academic roles and, according to Roeser and Galloway, should not feel
forced to choose one as more significant. While studies suggest that some academically
successful students do not feel the need to deemphasize their grades, many smart Black
students engage in activities such as joking (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986), intentionally
refusing to display academic achievements (Ford, 1995; Fordham, 1993), underachieving
(Ford, 1995; Ford & Harris, 1997; Fuller, 1980; Grantham & Ford, 1998; Schultz, 1999),
or embracing an identity commensurate with social norms (Davidson, 1996; Horvat &
Antonio, 1999; Nasir & Saxe, 2003; Quiroz, 2001). Involvements in athletics and
extracurricular activities as well as developing an outgoing personality were adaptive
behaviors for some smart students whose classmates were aware of the good grades these
students earned.
Buffers such as those described above prevent students from risking the social
isolation of being ignored, considered unpopular, or labeled as a geek, a brainiac, or a
nerd (Fordham, 1993; Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Goto, 1997; Suitor & Carter, 1999), as
commonly happens with students known primarily for their academic accomplishments.
Nieto’s (2000) report of case studies of successful students of various races and
ethnicities also indicates that significant involvement in non-academic activities
contributes substantially to students’ success in school. These activities include belonging
to school-related organizations, having hobbies, or participating in religious groups.
Often these activities have little to do with academics but are important because they
appear to help the high achieving students of color stay on track academically in school,
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to remove negative peer pressure, to foster development of leadership and critical
thinking skills, and to give the students a sense of belonging in both the school and the
community. Thus, such activities substantively contribute to the students’ personal
fulfillment and are also beneficial to students’ academic growth (Dworkin, Larsen, &
Hansen, 2003), helping them focus on the academic importance of school while releasing
tension and energy (Nieto, 2000) and building feelings of efficacy that lead to a sense of
confidence in pursuing academic tasks.
Non-academic involvement in various activities also occupies non-school time,
precluding students who have easy access to criminal activity from engaging in such
deleterious behavior (Brown & Evans, 2002; McLaughlin, Irby, & Langman, 1994;
Schinke, Cole, & Orlandi, 1991; Shann, 2001). In the present study, Mary Burgess and
Red provide apt examples. Both girls lived in the UMMS neighborhood and were
involved in many extra-curricular activities. Involvement in these activities supported the
conscious decision of both girls not to participate in the Tops or the Bottoms, local gangs
with which many UMMS students were loosely affiliated, including friends of each girl.
The extracurricular activities for Mary Burgess and Red allowed them to channel their
energy in ways that were socially healthy.
When discussing their success, participants in the present study mentioned that
getting good grades was important, but they also conveyed that their social involvement
had equal merit (Dworkin, Larsen, & Hansen, 2003). The girls did not mean to diminish
their academic success. Each was proud of the variety of activities in which she was
involved, but the girls were acutely aware that good grades were not enough to make a
student popular at school. To be smart and simultaneously to be popular, students needed
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the multiple activities described above. Consistent with the research on silence
(Davidson, 1996; Evans, 1988; Fordham, 1993; Lei, 2003), students at UMMS who were
known by their classmates solely because they were smart were not part of the social
scene. Focus group interviews with the participants revealed unspoken rules about
appropriate social behavior at school and about acceptable ways for smart students to
balance their academic talents with the social norms to avoid being ignored.
The participants merged their school worlds and cool worlds with conscious effort
and an intuitive knowledge that they should remain focused on academics to excel in
school while maintaining allegiances and affiliations with peers who did not make the
same choices. A decision made by Angel indicates the influence of peers. Angel was in
the magnet program at UMMS. Her best friend was enrolled in the regular program at
another school that also offered a magnet program. When UMMS was closed for
demolition at the end of the 2003-04 academic year, neighborhood students were
dispersed to other district middle schools. Angel chose to attend school with her best
friend, and like her friend, chose not to enroll in the magnet program.
Other participants had friends who not only made lower grades, but who also got
into altercations with school authorities. Mary Burgess was such a student. She explained
that at school she hung around “gutta people that ’bout whatever!”26 Her best friend, in
fact, “wanted to be a part of the program27 but her grades ain’t good enough.” This same
friend often spoke back to teachers in class, was belligerent to both teachers and
classmates, and started many fights at UMMS. To have such a friend was surprising to
some teachers. Upon first meeting Mary Burgess, one teacher remarked that she thought

26
27

This is a person who “keeps it real,” does not adhere to school rules, and is always prepared to fight.
“The program” is the term many UMMS students used to describe the present dissertation study.
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Mary Burgess was “all butterflies and ladybugs.” When this teacher saw her interact with
students who fought and argued, she reshaped her opinion. Mary Burgess’ dance
instructor formed the same opinion, adding that Mary Burgess had the ability to “interact
with different groups of people with ease, but she stays on the periphery of the mess.”
While Mary Burgess’ mother allowed her to hang out with her best friend, she also
expressed joy that next year they will be at separate schools and Mary Burgess will have
more positive people with whom to associate. Even though Mary Burgess’ friends were
“gutta and ’bout whatever,” she was able to maintain a balance between her personal
beliefs about doing well in school and her friends’ less appropriate activities. She
remained “on the periphery.”
Red’s friends were also “gutta.” Red’s cousin, who was also her best friend, was
often involved in “messy” arguments or confrontations, which she reported to Red. Thus
Red, like Mary Burgess, was closely connected with “messy” people while avoiding
involvement in their arguments and fights. Red had a unique position at UMMS. She was
tantamount to an information center for the students, who freely shared their private
thoughts with her. They trusted her with their secrets, even though she was known to
disperse the information to other students. Through three-way phone conversations, the
note passing network, and watching people at Big Break, Red obtained and relayed the
latest news on who was to fight, who was upset with one another, who was dating, and
who was breaking up. Interestingly, Red did not divulge information about who she
wanted to fight, was upset with, or was dating. She claimed, however, that although she
had conflicts with her classmates, she had never gotten into a fight or argument with any
of them. Like Mary Burgess, she was able to maintain a balance between the messiness in
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which she was immersed, and the need to be neutral so that she could retain her informal
position as the UMMS information center.
Like Red and Mary Burgess, Tweety had friends who were considered messy. As
tension brewed regarding an end-of-the-school-year fight, friends on both sides of the
altercation attempted to force her to choose sides. Instead of choosing sides, Tweety
unsuccessfully tried to bring the two groups together. With friends on both sides of the
fight, she did not join or advocate for either side even though this stance led to her social
isolation. As a result, Tweety spent Big Break by herself, with other students who also
were not taking sides, or with me. She said that she preferred to be alone than involved in
“mess.”
Despite their neutrality and ability to remain “on the periphery,” both Mary
Burgess and Tweety remarked that during the sixth grade year, their grades fell due to
their participation in social activities. They explained that having too many friends was
often a distraction for smart students. Mary Burgess elaborated, noting that when she was
in sixth grade, she felt compelled to give in to social pressure and to joke with her
classmates at the expense of her academics.
2/23/04, Semi-Structured Interview, Mary Burgess
Me:

How do you feel since you no longer make those [lower] grades?

Mary Burgess: Well, I feel… I feel kind of… I feel real good about it, that I can really
control my life, you know.
Me:

What do you think was controlling your life before?

Mary Burgess: I don’t, I really… I really can’t say. I don’t know….people’s laughs and
their presence…pretty much….
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Mary Burgess, who was usually in control of any situation in which she was involved,
seemed to acquiesce to her peers’ penchant for less serious academic choices during her
sixth grade year. By the end of that school year, she felt she was back in control,
explaining that she did not allow the pressure to socialize to hinder her academic
activities and maintained a higher GPA in seventh grade.
The reality of Mary Burgess’ situation in sixth grade was quite dire. Her
classmates’ influence and her need for social acceptance almost caused her to fail that
school year until Ms. Cole, a young Black teacher, encouraged her to do better in school.
As a result of this teacher’s influence and persistence, Mary Burgess brought her grades
up and ultimately passed sixth grade. The importance of role models and teachers who
show concern should not be overlooked. These individuals significantly influence
academic outcomes for students in urban schools (McLaughlin, Irby, & Langman, 1994;
Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2003). Unfortunately, Ms. Cole is no longer teaching at
UMMS. She was assaulted one morning when she arrived early at school to prepare for
student presentations that day. To the disappointment of faculty and students, she not
only did not finish that school year but actually left the city soon after the incident. Still,
her influence continued to positively affect Mary Burgess and other students who
remembered her fondly. Due to Ms. Cole’s support, Mary Burgess said, “I will never let
my grades go like that again.”
As indicated by the academic troubles Mary Burgess experienced in sixth grade,
students’ school world and cool world were often divergent. The interview excerpts on
the following page portray the need of the participants to feel both smart and cool. They
acknowledged the significant effort it took to maintain a popular status. The sixth grade
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participants did so by “bringing themselves up,” and the seventh grade participants did so
with “back up plans.” Also, the seventh grade participants acknowledged that as they got
closer to taking the high stakes test administered statewide to all eighth graders, it was
more important to focus on grades. Their strategy for the school year in which these data
were collected was to not be distracted with friends as they had been in the sixth grade.
Nonetheless, they maintain “backup plans” such as rapping, singing, dancing, acting, and
participating in sports to ensure they remain socially involved. Information that students
consciously constructed such plans emerged in informal conversations.
After the final focus group interview with the sixth grade participants, Princess,
Angel, and LaShae began an extended discussion about nerds (Goto, 1997). They were
imitating other students whom they describe as nerds, while at the same time maintaining
that they themselves were not nerds. During the banter, the girls joked about how “those”
students were not popular, talked about how much they disliked nerds, and recounted an
incident where they screamed at one “nerd” and told her to stop following them because
they did not want to befriend her. While they laughed at that incident, I felt that such
behavior was bizarre for these usually friendly girls. I had already completed the focus
group interview when the conversation about nerds began, but, with their permission, I
turned on the audio and videotape again to record their opinions. This conversation
revealed that though they conformed to the social system at UMMS, they also recognized
and regretted its’ flaws, even saying that the system was “bad.”
5/15/04, Post Focus Group Interview, Sixth Grade Participants
Me:

So, why yall not a nerd?

LaShae:

Because they wear big coke bottle glasses. They be thick and big!
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Me:

But you said y’all smart...

Princess:

We smart! We loud!

Angel:

Nerds are like…

Princess:

They have they own clique! They don’ dance, they don’ go or mix!

LaShae:

They stay home, do they homework, or read!

Princess:

But us, we on the phone, we laughin’, we just talkin’, getting’ clothes.

LaShae:

I think the nerds, when they like to have a good conversation, they talk
about school and the library. Then, they got they little vest on. (mock nasal
nerd voice) ‘Did anybody bring the muffins? I want muffins. Page 39.
We’re gonna read page 39 in the nerd book about Abraham Lincoln.’

The girls laugh. I try not to.
Me:

Is that what they do!

Princess:

(mock nerd voice) “In 1600….” (She laughs)

Me:

(pause) Why y’all not nerds?

Angel:
glasses

Because we have the fly gear28. We don’t wear them big coke bottle
and they be thick, thick!

Me:

Princess got glasses…

Princess:

BUT THEY NOT BIG! They like…

LaShae:

But they not big…the others… you seein’ through a telescope on your
face!

The girls laugh. I, again, try not to.
Me:

So, y’all not nerds? But y’all…y’all grades would say that you are29.

Princess:

(Looks at Angel and LaShae) Are we nerds?(pause)…NO!!! I'd have to
whoop you for that. Boy, tear that tail up!

Everybody laughs loudly, including me.

28
29

“Fly gear” is a slang term used to describe stylish clothing.
Earlier, the participants mentioned that nerds make very good grades.

139

Me:

What about all this nerd stuff?

Princess:

Don’ do it!

Me:

Angel, what you think about a nerd?

Angel:

Geeky, geeky…

Me:

So, y’all not nerds?

Princess:

NO! and I will NEVER be one! If you want to not be a nerd, dress
appropriate, stay with the fly gear!

Me:

What clique y’all in?

LaShae:

The variety clique.

Me:

What's that?

Princess:

Everybody is their self. I'm a crazy person. Like…you know, in every
class you're gonna find that little one group that always sit together or….

Me:

Y’all in that?

Everyone:

Yeah!

Princess:

Like, in Social Studies class, we be talkin’...

Me:

So, that makes y’all cool?

Princess:

Just talkin’ don’t make you cool, you got to raise yourself up to that level.
It’s hard work to be cool.

Me:

What do y’all do to be cool?

Princess:

You got to have fly hair…it’s hard and it’s not really good, like having fly
hair, you know, clothes, shoes…

Me:

What's not good about it?

Princess:

(pause) Uh…you livin’ up to these things to prove yourself.

Angel:

(quietly) I know.

Me:

Do y’all do this?
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Angel:

(loudly) NO.

LaShae:

Sometimes.

Princess:

You know, so you won’ feel… OK, you’re on the verge of not being cool
anymore. Then, all of a sudden, you know, you sitting there and you
bringin’ muffins to the next class meetin’ with the nerds. You see what
I'm sayin’? You don’t want to do that.

LaShae:

You don’ want to be sittin’ at the nerds’ table.

Me:

So, what do you do in order to not be like that?

LaShae:

You know, you gotta act…

Princess:

Bring ourself up…

Me:

How do you bring yourself up?

Princess:

Act a fool!

LaShae:

Yeah, just be down, you know, just don’t be…(mock nerd voice)
‘I don’t do this. I don’t do that.’ It’s not bad, you gonna talk and tell jokes.

Me:

What…what about you Angel?

Angel:

(quietly) I don’t know, I don’t really have anything much to say about
nerds.

Me:

OK.

LaShae:

(quietly) Can we skip the nerds?
After rereading this excerpt and listening to the tapes, I became distraught. The

inflections of the participants’ voices reflected their personal disdain with the system of
being cool. They began to recognize that it was hard work and did not always result in a
good outcome for some students. They also began realized that they were a part of and
privy to the system. Further, the conversation revealed that Angel was not as strong a
supporter of the system of being cool. Her emphatic stance on being herself was different
from LaShae and Princess’ response. Though she was quiet during most of the
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conversation reported above and firmly said “NO” when asked whether she felt she had
to prove herself, she also used pejorative terms to describe students viewed as nerds. At
other times during the discussion, she defended classmates that Princess and LaShae
labeled as nerds. Despite her position, though, she categorized particular students as
nerds, and she ostracized a fellow student who was not considered to be cool. Angel’s
stance expressed her lack of approval with the social system, while her mistreatment of a
“nerd” classmate showed her support for social hierarchy. Though Angel did not describe
mixed emotions, it was likely difficult for her to treat the classmate poorly.
There were similar methods used by the seventh grade participants to combine
“school worlds” and “cool worlds.” Mary Burgess and Tweety expressed the opinion that
it was possible to be both smart and cool, explaining that they were able to maintain both
statuses through “back up plans.” Earning good grades was a natural occurrence for
Tweety, and she felt that her classmates should not use high grades as a reason to be
“snooty” or to feel that they were better than other students. As she explained, “When I
get A's, I just act like it’s any other day. I don’t care, it doesn’t matter to me, but I know
I'm accomplishing.” Though Red was not available for this interview, she later made
comments that mirrored those of her fellow participants. In addition to her academic
ability, Red played sports, danced, and hung out with friends at UMMS, all activities that
enable students to be cool.
The seventh grade students’ “back up plans” provided support and balance for
academic achievement (Nieto, 2000). Through the back up plans, not only were the
participants able to receive good grades, but they displayed other attributes for which
their classmates knew them. These girls placed equal weight on their academic and social
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identities; to do otherwise, that is, to place more emphasis on academics, would be a
detriment to their social status. The dilemma and choices that the seventh graders faced
was that smartness simply did not carry enough weight to be popular, but to invest too
much effort in being popular could result in lowered grades. Thus, they balanced their
lives with their “back up plans.”
5/6/04, Seventh Grade Focus Group – Mary Burgess and Tweety
Mary Burgess: Yeah, people in classes, you can still be gutta in class, but you don’t
supposed to be gutta in class, ‘cause class different than social.
Tweety:

Yeah! Yeah!

Mary Burgess: You can be smart and cool at the same time.
Me:

So, how can people be smart and cool?

Mary Burgess: Like Todd (a Black male classmate), he smart, very, very, very, very, very
smart, he’s TOO smart, and…
Me:

What's TOO smart?

Mary Burgess: Well, he is TOO smart. He has straight A’s. If Todd can get straight A’s,
I’m telling you… He’s popular ‘cause he strong, he got muscles and stuff,
but his attitude gets in the way of that. And, he has lots of friends, but he
knows so many people that his grades go low. When you are social, when
people know you, you are popular, you are popular.
Tweety:

Your grades go low.

Mary Burgess: Your grades go low because you talk to people and you talk
in class and….
Tweety:

But Rodney (another Black male classmate) will shut you off.

Me:

He’s popular?

Tweety:

Who, Rodney? Yeah, everybody know him! And he dance, he
dance good! Go, Rodney! Go, Rodney!

Me:

Is that what makes you popular, dancing good?
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Tweety:

You…it doesn’t make you popular.

Mary Burgess: Anything can make you popular.
Me:

Like what? I’ll be popular if I play the violin?

Mary Burgess: Yeah…
Me:

I’ll be popular if I…make good grades?

Mary Burgess: (Pause)…um..a little bit, ‘cause that girl, Stacy (Black female classmate).
(She laughs) This girl, she made straight A’s the whole year, but we didn’t
know who she was!
Tweety:

I saw her around, though.

Mary Burgess: She made straight A’s! Straight A’s the whole year. Every
report card, she made straight A’s. And we did not know who
she was! So you can be popular by many things, except making
good grades, sometimes…
Mary Burgess: If you get good grades the whole year, you should have
something else to back you up, like hmm…like, um, like, rap,
like I can rap!
Tweety:

Yeah, Mary Burgess was flowing last year!

Mary Burgess: Yeah, I’m good at that. Like, I could rap, that’s something to
back me up. You have to have a back up plan, yeah. You
have to have a back up plan! I’m a good talker, a nice
friend, I can rap…
Tweety:

A good dancer.

Mary Burgess: I’m a good dancer. I’m a good dancer.
Tweety:

Socializer…

Mary Burgess: Socializer, actor, actor, very commercial. I’m a very good
person.
Tweety:

Wise and loud to where you can hear somebody.

Mary Burgess: To where they can hear me.
Me:

What's your back up plan, Tweety?
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Tweety:

My back up plan, I’m nice slash loud slash dancer, half White,
half Black slash a little bit of singing, I can sing…

Mary Burgess: And a good actor.
Tweety:

Yeah, slash actor slash outgoing. I forgot, slash, I don’t know
a lot of things, slash good friends slash I won’t tell. I won’t lie
about somethin’ that don’t need to be lied about. If it’s
somethin’ that other people don’t want somebody to know,
that’s very private, I’m not gonna say. I don’t know what else.

(Mary Burgess keeps whispering “half White.”)
Me:

What's my backup plan? Do I need a backup plan?

Tweety:

Yeah! You were my follower! That’s all you need!

Everyone laughs.
Me:

So, in order to be smart and cool, you HAVE to have a backup plan?

Mary Burgess: (pause) No, not really, if you want to just be yourself.
Tweety:

To fit in.

Mary Burgess: (quietly) Like next year, I won’t have a backup plan, I’m just gone
be…
Tweety:

(quietly) I know….

Mary Burgess: (loudly) I’m gonna have a good backup plan! I’m a keep rappin’ ‘cause,
you know, I’m good at rapping!
Tweety:

(loudly) I’m good at sports, me…

As Tweety and Mary Burgess discussed, students need a “back up plan” to avoid
being viewed as too smart or being overlooked by peers. They also implied that this
“back up plan” was key to fitting in, but that students who had such plans were not being
themselves. Their quiet tone when contemplating their plans for the following year for
maintaining their academic and social status showed slight tension and uncertainty about
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the social system. Much of this tension stemmed from the high stakes test they face the
following year. Failure on that test meant they did not pass to high schools and the ninth
grade. Nevertheless, they quickly discarded the idea of not having a plan the following
year, explaining that they would not only have a plan but that it would be a very good
plan, capable of maintaining their high social standing. Their acknowledgement of the
need for “back up plans” for identification and acceptance was at odds with their nonconformist behaviors and general satisfaction with being different from the rest of their
classmates (Bettis & Adams, 2005), again attesting to the norming influence of the
established social hierarchy.
Another conversation that emerged during the final focus group interview
involved a different aspect of social status variations among UMMS students. In this
conversation, Tweety accused Red of being a follower because, in Tweety’s view, Red
cared what people thought about her. Red not only disagreed, but also became upset that
her sense of identity and individuality had come into question. Mary Burgess, the
constant mediator of the group, came to Red’s rescue before the conversation escalated.
As the conversation presented below indicates, Tweety did not apologize, but she did
rephrase her comment and gave Red a compliment.
7/7/04, Focus Group, Mary Burgess, Tweety, and Red
Mary Burgess: Well, Red doesn’t lead nobody, but she’s not a follower. She’s
her own person.
Tweety:

In her own world! She stay fresh!30

Red:

No! I'm gutta! (jokingly) Mary Burgess is a nerd!

Mary Burgess: I'm not a nerd! I'm not a nerd! I'm very smart.
30

“Fresh” is a term meaning someone who dresses well.
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Me:

So, how do y’all keep up these grades and all these activities?

Mary Burgess: All you really have to do is be outgoing. You GOT to be outgoing.
Tweety:

You can make good grades and be cool at the same time!

Mary Burgess’ description of Red as her “own person” and Tweety’s description
as “in her own world” captured Red’s personality and her social status. She often walked
to class alone, passing notes and grinning slyly at her classmates. She bothered nobody
and nobody bothered her. As her reading teacher explained, “She doesn’t like too much
attention, but she was opening up this year some and talking to her classmates. But, she
was not bad, it’s a good thing.” During Big Break, Red’s classmates congregated around
her, relaying the latest news while Red took it all in. At home, she spent time alone in her
bedroom on the phone or doing homework while her younger siblings played outside or
ran in occasionally to bother her. Even when she was with friends, she appeared different
in dress and demeanor. While she was often mistaken as a boy when people first met her,
all of her close friends wore feminine clothing, such as skirts and flower patterned
dresses, and feminine hairstyles, such as curls and ponytails with brightly colored
accessories. Red did not change her dress to fit their style, and her friends made no
comments about her “masculine” style. Indeed, Red was her own person.
Tweety and Mary Burgess were like Red in maintaining a strong belief in their
individuality. Tweety’s feelings were evident in the way she completed assignments
given by the drama teacher. These assignments included interpersonal inventories and
self-esteem building skills that encouraged students to explore their personal and group
identification. The teacher explained that these exercises allowed students to learn more
about themselves and each other, which built their confidence in completing group
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projects. The mid-term exam for the drama class included an essay on group
relationships. In her response, replicated below, Tweety explained the importance of
maintaining her individuality.
2/19/03, Drama Midterm, Tweety
Reflect on how your way of solving problems in groups has changed. Think of how you
participated, behaved and what your personal norms and roles used to be. Explain ways
you have changed as a group member.
Tweety’s response:
At school I don’t have a particular group I stay in, but one of my groups is the one I
mostly hang out with. Our purpose is to be our selves and hangout. We like to have fun
and argue. We are always disagreeing, but that is how we get along. My role in the group
is the one who makes people laugh. I like making jokes and making people laugh…The
way I act is not me trying to. I just act myself that’s why I got a lot of friends. My group
doesn’t really have a particular way we do stuff. We act how we want to act. We don’t
have to please anybody but ourselves. We act how we act everyday. Ourselves. We don’t
never [want] to be someone else or try to act like someone else. We have our own styles.
That’s what makes us different.
Tweety’s group consisted of students who felt that they were unique, and this sense of
uniqueness was their bond. Even within their friendship circle, they were maintained their
distinctiveness. Tweety understood that she attracted people because she was herself and
because she made other students feel comfortable with who they were.
Given this level of awareness, it was surprising that Tweety and the other seventh
grade participants maintained a “back up plan.” In their activities, dress, and
personalities, these three participants displayed non-conformists behaviors and attitudes.
At school, unfortunately, they felt that their expressions of individuality were stifled.
According to Tweety and Mary Burgess, school was a place to associate and learn, but
there was very little opportunity for students to express themselves in the view of these
girls, as the dialogue below details.
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2/23/04, Semi-Structured Interview, Tweety
Me:

What's your favorite thing about school?

Tweety:

Associating and learning, more so, and being around fun people. It’s like
the kids and the learning that you do cause you learn more stuff everyday,
but next fun is the children.

Me:

What do you like least about school?

Tweety:

They don’t let you be who you are.

For Tweety, school was expansive and enjoyable, but also limiting and inhibitive.
School was expansive because of the opportunities to learn and socialize. School was
limiting because it did not allow her opportunities to display who she was. Though she
perceived that she was not allowed to be “who she is,” she expressed herself by bending,
but not breaking, the dress code (Coultas, 1989; Fuller, 1980). Red voiced the same
complaint. One of the ways in which these individualistic seventh grade participants
expressed themselves was their selection of clothing, accessories, and hairstyles. Though
students were required to wear school uniforms, they accessorized the uniforms to
express their individuality in the face of adult restrictions. Mary Burgess demonstrated
her disapproval of the uniform policy in her reading journal, an ongoing assignment in
her reading class. As the excerpt below indicates, the teacher offered a prompt for the
writing exercise. On this day, the prompt was changes needed to make the world a better
place.
4/21/04, Reading Journal, Mary Burgess
The world would be a better place if:
There were more peace or people ready to recelycle [recycle]. Or if there were
more sain [sane] people who don’t kill or eat people. The world would be a better
place if we didn’t have uniform to express our inter [inner] thoughts and feelings.
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For Mary Burgess, restricting her opportunity to express her individuality through choice
of clothing ranked among the major world problems. Her chaffing at restrictions placed
on personal expression by adults in authority is not unusual, especially for young
adolescents. Also not unusual is for Mary Burgess to resist adult authority while
willingly, even eagerly acquiescing to peer pressure regarding requirements for being
considered popular and creating “back up plans” to assure social group affiliation.
Mary Burgess also chaffed at discrepancies in the calculation of class
participation rules at UMMS. Most teachers assigned participation grades, and advantage
for Mary Burgess who actively participated in classes she enjoyed. In social studies class,
for example, she was vocal in intense debates about the latest local, national and
international news. Rather than assist students in setting ground rules for discussion and
require that the rules be followed, the teacher instead often asked Mary Burgess to quiet
down or to end a heated discussion before tensions escalated out of control. Mary
Burgess regarded these expectations as a mixed message, commenting that “teachers
want us to express ourselves, but then they want us to hide ourselves. I don’t get it
sometimes.”
All six girls described themselves as smart and several also said they were
athletic. The girls exhibited a multiplicity of personal attributes that complimented and
brought out various aspects of their personalities. In essence, they appeared to embrace
the totality of who they were, attending to academics as needed but also displaying other
qualities that facilitated their popularity (Noguera, 2003). Both the sixth and seventh
grade participants were aware of the need to enhance their personas in order to be
perceived as both smart and cool. They acknowledged the difficulty of doing so, with the

150

sixth graders claiming that being cool was “hard work” and that the implications for the
students who were not cool were “not so good.” Each was aware of their need to fit in
while acknowledging that too much focus on popularity carried with it the risk that “your
grades may go low.” The option to “just be yourself” and perhaps make straight A’s
brought what was to them the unacceptable loss of being popular. Despite the
participants’ awareness of the faults of the social systems, they were part of it and
“brought themselves up” by “acting a fool,” rapping, and developing “back up plans” that
precluded them from being ignored despite their academic talents (Fordham, 1993).
Merging the school and cool worlds for these participants was important. Tangled
in the merger were perceptions about the UMMS magnet program (Carbonaro, 2005;
Rubin, 2003). While the magnet program was developed to attract academically talented
students who would not normally attend UMMS, divisions between the two academic
programs caused tension among students. Throughout the study, both magnet and
traditional students were overheard discussing the two programs. These discussions
usually indicated that the students did not understand the concept of a magnet program.
Data collection revealed that students in the magnet program were perceived with mixed
attitudes from traditional students due to these students’ perception that magnet students
received preferential treatment from teachers and administrators.
“That’s messed up!” Effects of the Magnet Program on UMMS Students
4/02/04, Physical education Class, Conversation between two Black female
traditional students
Student A:

All magnet students think they better than us!

Student B:

They are!

Student A:

I’ll smack a magnet student!
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Student B:

Some of them act like they better than us. I don’t
understand magnet.

Student A:

I could be in magnet if I want to, but…

The magnet program at UMMS was an academic tracking system that placed
students into groups according to their demonstrated ability to achieve at an advanced
academic level (Carbonaro, 2005; LeTendre, Hofer, & Shimizu, 2003; Lucas, 1999;
Nieto, 2000; Noguera, 1995; Rubin, 2003). As the preceding conversation between two
students who were not enrolled in the magnet program highlights, myths, stereotypes, and
misunderstandings about the magnet program characterized students’ understandings.
Such conversations, commonly heard during data collection, displayed student
frustrations about the perceived differences between magnet and traditional students.31
Mary Burgess described the entire magnet system as “messed up.” It was a significant
source of tension at UMMS and caused a palpable division between students that led me
to change my data collection methods to incorporate these opinions. Because all the sixth
graders participants were magnet students and all the seventh graders were traditional
students, I refrained from conducting focus groups or observations with all six
participants combined.
The perceived status differential between magnet and traditional students elicited
defensive responses from students in both programs. Seventh grade participants in the
present study to maintain that, although they were smart enough to enroll in the magnet
program, they refused to do so. Typically, comments of the seventh grade participants
31

School personnel referred to students not enrolled in the magnet program by any of three names; magnetprep, regular, or traditional students. I chose to use the term “traditional” because “magnet-prep” denotes
preparation to enter the magnet program, and none of the participants claimed to be preparing to enter the
magnet program. Conversely, the term “regular” implies that non-magnet were ordinary, which they were
not. Thus, “traditional” was a more fitting description of the students who were not in the magnet program.
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about their academic status were, “I’m smart, AND…..” They included their smartness as
one of their many attributes. Like other traditional students, they spoke defiantly against
the magnet program and defended their academic level by claiming they choose not to be
in the program.
The sixth grade participants, on the other hand, commented about their academic
status saying, “I’m smart, BUT….” Like the seventh graders, they included smartness as
one of their attributes, but minimized their intelligence as the main characteristic by
which they were identified. Unlike the seventh grade participants who spoke with greater
pride in their academic ability and their other attributes, the sixth graders boasted less
often about their grades and spoke more often of their other attributes.
Students of other races come to UMMS for the educational opportunities they
receive through the magnet program. Examples include a Chinese female student who
became popular after she made the cheerleading squad and befriended Mary Burgess, a
Chinese male student who won most of the medals at the Honors program, and a White
female student who hid from her classmates during Big Break. If they were not enrolled
in the magnet program, each of these students would attend a school in their respective
neighborhoods instead of UMMS. Thus, although most UMMS students were Black, all
non-Black students at UMMS were enrolled in the magnet program, creating a perception
among some traditional students that the students who were not Black were also the
smartest (Rubin, 2003).
As suggested above, the magnet program affected the education and socialization
processes at UMMS (Rubin, 2003). While there were high achieving traditional students,
such as the participants in the present study, all UMMS students were aware that magnet
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students took courses that were different from those offered to the traditional students
because of the magnet students’ perceived advanced academic abilities. According to
LeTendre, Hofer, and Shimizu (2003), students in the two track system like that at
UMMS “encounter curriculum differentiation and were sorted into groups, classes, and
schools as they progress through the public educational system…. [S]tudents are
somehow judged or evaluated and subsequently receive a differentiated curriculum” (p.
43-44). Lucas (1999) defined tracking as a “mechanism that furthered the reproductive
role of schools… [through] the practice of dividing students into programs that rigidly
proscribed their course of study” (p. 1). Further, Rubin (2003) noted that tracking created
inequity within the social and academic worlds of the students. At UMMS, the
participants and their classmates had strong, often injurious, opinions about the magnet
students and the magnet program.
5/6/04, Focus Group Interview, Tweety and Mary Burgess
Me:

Why y’all not in the magnet program?

Tweety:

Cause magnets don’t get respect! They don’t get respect!

Me:

Who don’t respect them?

Mary Burgess: They got a lot of ugly girls in magnet.
Me:

Ugly?

Mary Burgess: UGLY! UGLY! Facial ugly!
Tweety:

Inside and out. I’m not talking about facial ugly. I don’t judge
people like that. Inside ugly, and facial ugly, though.

Me:

So you don’t want to be a part of that?

Mary Burgess: Well, not just because they ugly, just because they attitudes
are...
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Tweety:

Snotty against you, like (mock snotty girl voice) ‘We’re all that.’

Mary Burgess: The boys are like that too. We have a class that’s magnet and traditional,
and the traditional are in their place in the background, in their place. So
we kind of bunched up one day, and…they had a boy, so he was like,
“Y’all traditional children, this and that,” and I was like, “How you just
judge us like that, how you just expect us to be stupid?” ‘cause they have a
lot of regular people that are VERY smart.
Tweety:

Smarter than the magnet!

Mary Burgess: Magnet people, magnet students are the same as us, they just
separating like that because…I don’t understand that, that’s just
saying Black and White.
Tweety:

I KNOW!

Mary Burgess: And, I don’t like that, that’s kind of very wrong, ‘cause…
Tweety:

and rude!

Mary Burgess: That’s wrong cause I don’ like that, magnet, traditional,
magnet.
Me:

They call y’all magnet prep like y’all preparing for magnet.

Mary Burgess: No! No, no, we not! I’m NEVER going magnet!
Tweety:

Me neither!

Mary Burgess: ‘Cause when you go magnet, you turn a different side. You have to be
with this crowd and I don’t like that crowd. The girls in the magnet crowd
are very…
Tweety:

I hang out with some magnet children, but they don’t know I’m not a
magnet. So they just hang around me, but some of them do, and they just
accept me. But others one… they toot they nose up. So I just toot my nose
up right back. I hope they get over that some day.

Mary Burgess: Because the magnet people…they don’t have, they don’t even… it’s not a
certain point they are smarter than us. It’s just that the magnet people in a
certain class.
Tweety:

They more challenged. They get more challenge.

Mary Burgess: No, not really, they learn the same things as us.
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Tweety:

Do more projects?

Mary Burgess: Yeah, they do more projects, more work. We do the same work as them,
but they do more, that’s the only difference. It’s not that they learn faster
than us, they just have people in the magnet program that are
VERY …quiet in a sort of way.
Tweety:

And some of the magnets made worse grades than us!

Mary Burgess: They have a magnet probation. OK, I have to say, if they’re on magnet
probation, what's the point of being in magnet? If you’re making worse
grades than traditional, why are you in magnet?
Tweety:

That’s a good question. We want to know.

Me:

So y’all won’t never get in magnet?

Both participants: NO!
Me:

What if you get in magnet and they tell you that you have an opportunity
for your future?

Mary Burgess: Then I probably would, but I wouldn’t want to be sectioned off in
another class. I don’t like that ‘cause I wanted to learn Spanish, but only
magnets learn Spanish, and I didn’t really like that. I didn’t like that.
Me:

Y’all had to learn French, or…

Mary Burgess: We didn’t learn any language.
Me:

OH!

Mary Burgess: You know, traditional and magnet, traditional and magnet -- that’s messed
up. How they gonna treat us, like we retarded? like we stupid or
something? like we can’t…comprehend?
Mary Burgess and Tweety strongly felt that as traditional students they were put
“in their place, the background” by both school sanctioned practices and attitudes of
some of the magnet students. These girls did not understand the structure or the rules and
guidelines of the magnet program; however, they did understand that a perception existed
that students in the magnet were superior to those in the traditional program and they
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perceived that the difference was perpetuated by teachers and magnet students. Mary
Burgess aptly compared the separation to racial segregation; given that most magnet
students were non-Black and most traditional students were Black. Both girls were
offended that the school personnel seemed to favor magnet students and view traditional
students as less intelligent. Added to these perceptions, both girls felt wrongly excluded
from what they understood as benefits of the magnet program, such as field trips and the
opportunity to learn a foreign language. These perceptions are noted by Carbonaro (2005)
who defines academic tracking as “…a social structure that differentially provides
opportunities and imposes constraints upon what students have the potential to learn”
(p.27).
Red did not attend the focus group session with Mary Burgess and Tweety, but
she shared their strong opinions of the magnet program.
2/18/04, Semi-Structured Interview, Red
Red:

If you in magnet, they call you nerd.

Me:

For real! Why you not in magnet?

Red:

I don’t know. I was gonna take advanced classes next year, but my reading
teacher say don’t do it because if you in 8th grade and they got the state
test, and you pass the state test, and you fail classes, then you gonna be
held back. But she said don’t get advanced classes because you gonna
probably fail and you can’t handle the classes.

Me:

So…but you want to do the stuff?

Red:

I want to take advanced English, ‘cause I…I keep a good grade. I keep a B
or an A in English. But I don’t know. I wanna take at least one advanced
class to see how it works. But Ms. Z told me don’ do it; it might hold you
back.
Red’s experience with her reading teacher corroborates the complaints of Mary

Burgess and Tweety that UMMS teachers tended to underestimate the abilities of the
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traditional students. Rather than offer Red the work in her reading class that was assigned
to magnet students and let Red draw her own conclusions, the reading teacher reinforced
perceptions that traditional students were incapable, noting to Red that she “gonna
probably fail” and “you can’t handle the classes.”
Red’s interest in advanced classes was unexpected because she did not usually
show interest in additional schoolwork. Typically, she did the minimum work necessary
to earn average to above average grades in order to please her teachers and grandparents,
to pass the seventh grade, and to participate in school athletics. On the other hand, Red
had recently demonstrated a conscientious effort to complete assignments, even when
other students in class talked and were disruptive. Moreover, Red was willing to risk the
slur of being labeled a nerd (Fordham, 1993; Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Goto, 1997; Suitor
& Carter, 1999) and enroll in advanced classes. In the end, though, Red took the advice
of her reading teacher and did not pursue the advanced classes further.
As the seventh grade participants described, magnet students were considered by
many traditional students to be nerds. Though the sixth grade participants spoke strongly
and demeaningly about nerds during a focus group interview, they were considered nerds
by social classification system of the seventh graders based on their placement in the
magnet program. The seventh grade participants description of magnet students as “ugly
inside and out, snotty attitudes, very quiet, turn a different side, sectioned off, and
separated,” was similar to, though more biting than, the sixth graders description of nerds
as students who “don’t mix, have their own clique, and sit at their own table.” Thus,
within the magnet program, some students considered their fellow classmates to be nerds
and “snooty.”
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The sixth grade participants escaped the label of nerd among other magnet
students by “bringing themselves up” and adopting the prevailing social norms of the
majority of students. In addition, they took a defensive approach to their position in the
magnet program, preferring to say that they were no different from everybody else and
that their academic status was not privileged. Perhaps they maintained this opinion to
protect themselves from the opposition they faced from traditional students or to avoid
being labeled as nerds, clearly the lowest of the social strata. The following excerpt from
a focus group interview highlights the sixth grade participants’ awareness of the feelings
traditional students had about them. They seemed uncomfortable and apologetic about the
perceptions of magnet students at UMMS.
5/14/04, Focus Group Interview, Sixth Grade Participants
Me:

What's the difference in the magnet kids and the ones that’s not magnet?

Princess:

I don’t know.

Angel:

It’s not like they're [magnet students] smarter or nothing.

LaShae:

(Pause)…um, I don’t think they different.

Princess:

‘Cause we have the same books, the same work, I just guess that the
magnet have the higher…not high education, but they get more
information on it, instead of the unmagnet, that’s what I think it is.

Me:

Well, how y’all feel about being in magnet?

Princess:

It’s hard sometimes ‘cause some of the unmagnet children come at you
quick, because they think that you all that because you in magnet.

Me:

What's come at you?

Princess:

It’s like, just because you in magnet don’t mean nothing’ bad!

Me:

Oh, they tell you that!

Princess:

Yeah! It’s like (mock mean traditional student voice) “So what if you in
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magnet?!” and then your way of responding to that is like…. (She looks
away from me and the camera and looks down)…you know.
During this conversation, Princess, Angel, and LaShae, who were usually
boisterous during focus groups interviews, were subdued. The discussion of their status
as magnet students did not evoke a sense of pride. In fact, their body language suggested
some shame and lack of confidence. They attempted to align themselves with the
traditional students by declaring magnet and traditional students as equal and by
demeaning the magnet curriculum. They found it necessary to defend themselves against
traditional students who “come at them.” It was rare for Princess, especially, to be at a
loss for words or to look away when speaking with me and the other participants. Yet,
this discussion evoked such a response from her. The description of being enrolled in the
magnet program as “nothing bad” suggests that Princess had been unsuccessful in her
attempts to portray the image she wanted to the traditional students at UMMS.
Throughout this particular focus group interview, Princess and her magnet classmates
struggled with their understanding of the magnet program. Though they participated in
the program, they were unsure of the curricular advantages and were offended by the
social stigma associated with their academic track.
Classroom observations revealed an isolation that silenced sixth grade magnet
students encountered when they shared elective classes such as dance, drama, and
physical education with traditional students. Though Angel and LaShae were generally
quiet in all their classes, in these particular classes, their body language also expressed a
lack of confidence. In one instance, Angel was in physical education class playing
volleyball. Every time the ball came her way, she hid her face and ran from it. Between
the games, the traditional students danced and joked while Angel stood with her arms
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folded, uninterested. Neither the physical education teacher nor her classmates inquired
about this behavior. Her teammates, all traditional students, played intensely and
competitively, but they lost the game. Though Angel did not participate, her physical
education teacher commented that she was an excellent student and wished all of his
students were like her – quiet and compliant. Despite her consistent lack of participation
in sports activities, she received an A in her physical education class.
Mary Burgess’ description of magnet students as “VERY quiet” aptly describes
Angel and LaShae, but not Princess. As Angel describes in her journal, being quiet is a
celebrated aspect of her personality, not a negative characteristic.
10/23/03, Reading Journal, Angel
I like about myself
1. That I am smart
2. That I am pretty
3. That I am nice
4. That I am different from everybody else
5. That I have long hair
6. That I am half American and half Jamaican
7. That I am honest
8. That I am close to God
9. That I am short
10. That I am Quiet
Angel’s chosen attributes about herself includes that she is quiet and proud of it.
LaShae was also “VERY quiet” during class, but not during Big Break, at home
with her family, on the telephone with her friends, or during focus group interviews.
These times, she opened up and became as talkative as her friends. When LaShae’s
classmates asked her about her grades, not only did she minimize her academic
achievement, but unfortunately, also claimed she was not smart. For an above average
student who consistently maintained a high GPA and standardized test scores, it was
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damaging that she did not take ownership of her success (Galley, 2003). Instead, she
made light of her abilities, aligning herself with peers who did not make high grades.
2/23/04, Semi-Structured Interview, LaShae
Me:

Have any of the kids at school made any comments about your grades?

LaShae:

Ooh…I'm smart, but I tell them.

Me:

Huh?

LaShae:

But, I tell them that I'm dumb.

Me:

You tell them that you’re dumb?

LaShae:

Um-hmm (yes)

Me:

Why?

LaShae:

‘Cause…I'm not that smart. I'm, like, the same as them.

Me:

OK, so you tell them that you’re dumb?

LaShae nods yes.
Me:

You say, ‘I'm not smart?’ or what? But your grades are better than theirs,
so, they lookin’ at it and they know, so what happens then?

LaShae:

But I don’t think I'm that smart.

Me:

You don’t!? OK. Why not?

LaShae shrugs her shoulders.
Me:

But you… so you tell them that you’re dumb?

LaShae:

Yeah, um…I don’ just say that I'm dumb; I just say that I'm not smart.

Me:

What do they…?

LaShae:

Oh, ‘cause most of the time, stuff they don’t know, I don’t know.

Me:

Well, well. What makes you… why do you think that you get better
grades?
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LaShae:

‘Cause I do my work.

Me:

OK….OK…but you don’t think it’s cause you’re smart?

LaShae nods no.
Me:

OK, you want to talk about that a little more?

LaShae shrugs her shoulders to indicate that she did not want to continue the
conversation.
LaShae did not attribute her academic talents and high GPA to her academic
ability, but to the fact that she completed her work. She minimized her academic ability
to equalize herself with her peers who were not as inclined to make good grades, earn
high standardized test scores, and put forth extra effort in their school projects.
Princess also silenced herself in classes that combined magnet with traditional
students. In dance class, her favorite subject, Princess participated but was not as engaged
or as vocal as she was in classes having only magnet students. While in dance, she
completed her assignments and dutifully followed the teacher’s directions without
conversation with other students. Uncharacteristically, she took a social backseat to her
peers in the traditional program. When she rejoined her magnet peers, she became the
superstar once again.
“Everybody Got that Same Dream:” Aspirations for the Future
Despite the palpable tensions between students in the two academic tracks,
students regardless of their academic achievement expressed a desire to become
successful and achieve their goals and dreams. The participants in the present study
appeared to resist the differences imposed by the structure of the programs, and asserted
that students were all the same.
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5/14/04, Focus Group Interview, Sixth Grade Participants
Me:

Do they ever call anybody anything to do with how smart they are?

LaShae:

(pause)….Stupid, no….(pause)…no…

Princess:

Because everybody is on the same page.

Me:

What page is that?

Princess:

We all together. It’s, like, not smart or dumb. It’s, like, everybody falling
in the same, almost in the same, category…yeah! Everybody
got that same dream that they want to be famous or they want to be
remembered.

Me:

Do y’all fall in that? Do y’all have that dream too?

All:

Yeah….

Princess:

I want to be famous. Yeah, good career…

Through class structure, curriculum requirements, teacher expectations, and
student attitudes, there were, in fact, differences between the magnet and traditional
students (Noguera, 2003; Rubin, 2003). When the sixth grade participants who were in
the magnet program were questioned about their grades and their enrollment in the
magnet program, they minimized their involvement in the magnet program and attempted
to deflect attention from their grades. When the seventh grade participants, who were in
the traditional program, were questioned about their grades, they maintained that they
were smart and able to excel on a par with the magnet students.
Regardless of their academic track, the participants in the study were successful
academically and were able to maintain their social standing. As Princess explained quite
humorously, everyone, regardless of their academic placement, was good at something.
5/14/04, Focus Group, Sixth Grade Participants
Me:

What about being smart? Do you think you're smart?
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All girls:

Yes, ma’am.

Me:

Does everybody else think you smart?

LaShae:

I think everybody think they smart.

Me:

You think that everyone thinks themselves as smart, even though they
make all F’s?

Princess:

(She laughs) Well, you good at something’, at least you good at doing F’s.
You better be happy! Yeah, you get incompletes, be smart at that! ‘Cause
if there is somebody who is smart and want to know how to fail, they go to
a failure person, and say, “Teach me how to make an F!”

Everyone laughs loudly.
“It’s my choice!” The “A La Carte” Style of Education
Throughout the study, the participants and their classmates demonstrated that
learning, education, and being challenged by class assignments were a secondary aim, or
by-product, of attending school. The casual attitudes toward learning and investment in
social activities during Big Break generally carried over to the classroom. Though the
participants were aware that school was important for their futures, the merit of school
was contingent on its relevance to their particular life goals (Hidi & Ainley, 2002). For
middle school students, this prioritization is not uncommon. Many studies report that for
academically astute students, the meaning of school varies and classroom learning is
often irrelevant unless it clearly assists students in achieving their goals (Bacon, 1993;
Galley, 2003; Gibbons & Stiles, 2004; Hidi & Ainley, 2002; Kaplan & Maehr, 2002).
Thus, students in the present study took an a la carte approach to education; they chose
what they presumed was necessary to meet their future needs and considered other
subjects unimportant. Conversely, any academic and extra curricular activities that had
immediate relevance to their everyday lives were indulged.
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Bacon’s (1993) interviews with middle school students revealed that they saw
school as neither challenging academically nor offering enough autonomy. Although
students in Bacon’s study reported that they felt responsible for learning, they were being
held responsible rather than assuming the responsibility themselves. Similarly, students in
the present study completed assignments to meet teacher’s demands, not because the
work was important to them. When school has a relevance to everyday life, the students
are more likely to be involved in classroom activities, according to Galley (2003).
Fittingly, the participants chose subjects and became involved in extracurricular activities
they deemed important for their particular interests and goals. Galley (2003) noted that
“boys and girls identified as learners are also revealed in the degree to which they see
school as relevant to their everyday lives. A student who sees course content as irrelevant
to ‘real life’ is one who is more reluctant to learn” (p. 56). Accordingly, the participants
deemed certain subjects as more or less important according to its utility to the student.
These girls had a savvy awareness that they should use education to fulfill their personal
desires, and it was based on this awareness that they chose to excel in various subjects.
All of the participants were academically successful according to the selection
criteria for this study and for the UMMS magnet school program; at the same time, the
participants, regardless of academic track consistently refrained from overextending
themselves academically. Each participant, with the exception of Red, expressed
contentment with their current academic achievement, but they were not content with
their achievement in sports, dancing, or extracurricular activities. Those were areas they
planned to develop further while maintaining the same academic standing. Tweety, for
example, opted not to enroll in the magnet program, though school officials mentioned it
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to her and she was aware of the benefits she could receive. The other seventh grade girls
opted to remain in the traditional program because they did not want the extra work that
accompanied magnet course and were satisfied with their current classes.
In a discussion of education with Tweety early in the study, the topic of magnet
and traditional students surfaced. She expressed disapproval of the magnet program,
explaining her choice to refrain from enrolling in the magnet program despite the
apparent benefits, her teachers’ prompting, and her awareness that she was smart enough
to perform the additional work required.
2/2/04, Semi-Structured Interview, Tweety
Tweety:

The magnet girls think they’re better than the regular students that not
magnet, and that’s what be making’ me mad. Half of the magnet students
and the teachers, they act like the magnet students are everything, they
say, (mock teacher voice) ‘Why you not in magnet?’ I’m like (loudly)
‘Cause I don’t want to be!’

Me:

(confused) Are you in the magnet?

Tweety:

No, I could choose to be though, I just didn’t want to.

Me:

Why not?

Tweety:

It’s like…I’m takin’ it the way I want to. If I’m gettin’ by the way I
already am, there’s no use in changin’ it.

Me:

What do you mean getting by?

Tweety:

By the grades at the level I’m in right now, that’s how I want to
keep it goin’, like that.

Me:

You don’t want to… why… why wouldn’t you get in magnet?

Tweety:

‘Cause that would be like a whole different thing in my head that I
wouldn’t know. I would have to start doing’ more stuff than what I’m
doing’ right now. ‘Cause I got a little schedule in my brain what I’m
supposed to be doing already and there’s no point in changing it, ‘cause
UMMS is being torn down next year.
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Me:

So…you never considered…you don’t want to do… can you help me
understand why you’re not in magnet?

Tweety:

(Pause)… um, I wanted to be at one time, but then when I saw how much
work the magnet students was doing, getting all A’s and stuff, it’s like I
don’t even want to bother with it. I don’t want to change right now. So, I
just never did.

Me:

What do you see the difference in the program, the education that they
offer to the magnet students and to the regular students?

Tweety:

Magnet get more higher level education, like higher, higher, higher,
and regular students, they get what they’re on already, like the level they
in, that’s the level they getting’, so, yeah, that’s right, and they, and
magnet, get more stuff, like more field trips and stuff.

Me:

You wouldn’t want that?

Tweety:

No, not that much. They have to do of lot of stuff, though, to get that.

As with some of the other participants in the present study, Tweety placed a
stigma on receiving all A’s. She was content with her level of learning and effort, that is,
receiving A’s and a few B’s in traditional classes. Circumstances, such as UMMS being
demolished, high teacher’s expectations, students’ perceptions about the magnet program,
and her personal contentment with “getting by” at her current level contributed to
Tweety’s choice to remain in the traditional program.
Tweety, the other seventh grade participants, and their traditional classmates
consistently framed their reason for not attending the magnet program as their own
decision. Claiming they were not in the program as a result of choice was common
among non-magnet students. And, it was true for some students that the choice was
theirs. At the same time, the seventh grader quoted earlier expressed her disdain saying
she would “smack a magnet student,” and Mary Burgess and Red claimed their choice
was not to be in the magnet program, though they were actually unqualified to
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participate. To maintain that they had a choice of programs appeared to give these
students a sense of control over their academic lives, their schedules, and the influence
their teachers had over educational decisions affecting them.
During the course of data collection, it became clear that the participants’
academic success was for reasons other than a strong commitment to learning. They often
displayed an indifference to education and classroom assignments, although they changed
tacks when effort was needed to keep their grades from being threatened. These students’
success was accompanied by a young teen’s sense of control over their education, as they
consciously choose in which subjects they would put forth effort because of the belief
that the subject was relevant to their future goals. For other subjects, they worked just
hard enough to maintain average grades or to appease their parents. If they misjudged
their grade in a subject they felt was not important, they sometimes scrambled to do extra
credit work at the end of the report card period. Other times, they opted not to complete
additional work in subjects they deemed not essential to their future career plans. The
exception to this modus operendi was LaShae who took learning the most seriously of the
six girls.
Their casual attitude toward learning notwithstanding, each participant was aware
that education was important for future success, and they used school as a launch pad for
their goals (Hidi & Ainley, 2002; Galley, 2003). In addition to working harder in subjects
they believed were useful for their career plans, they used extracurricular activities, spare
time, and hobbies to help them develop particular skills. The “a la carte” style was a lifeskills approach, which they used to negotiate in which areas to excel.
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As LaShae indicates, school had the dual purposes of helping her in current
everyday situations and of preparing her for her chosen career as a lawyer.
2/23/04, Semi-Structured Interview, LaShae
Me:

What do you like most and least about school? So what do you like most
about school?

LaShae:

The education, what they teach us for the future for our adult ages.

Me:

Teach y’all for your future? Like what?

LaShae:

Teach us, like, say you’re a lawyer. You have to know social studies to
to go back in the files and to find the past about the people and math if
you’re working in the store or if you’re going to the store so somebody
don’t jack you out your money.32

LaShae and I both laugh.
LaShae planned to become a lawyer, and in addition to her social studies assignments,
she watched documentaries on the History Channel and conducted Internet searches on
law in her spare time to prepare for her future career. Also, she felt that the knowledge
gained in mathematics class was beneficial in avoiding becoming a victim of theft.
Red aspired to become a professional basketball player and a pediatrician. She
used school sports, community programs, and after school tutoring to facilitate those
aims. From observations, it appeared that Red was not very interested in course work, but
she wanted to please her grandparents with good grades. Equally important, she knew
that in order to play sports students had to maintain a minimum 2.5 GPA. Though she
was not as involved in academic preparation for her career goal of being a pediatrician,
she did see the importance in tutoring children so that she could begin helping children.
When Red finished her homework, she spent significant time assisting the younger
students in the Big Buddy program. Also, as the oldest sibling, she provided care and
32

To “jack” someone means to steal from them.
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support for her younger relatives (Burton, 2001; Burton, Brooks, & Clark, 1998). These
skills were important in developing the patience required to work with children.
Angel hoped to become a fashion designer; therefore, she read magazines and
watched television shows to gain more ideas about fashion. Interestingly, she brought
design magazines to school and read them in the classes she did not enjoy. Once, in her
physical education class, she read her design magazine while waiting her turn to play
softball (Finders, 1996). One of the traditional students snatched it from her and said to
me, “See, that’s the type of girl to read that magazine. I’m tellin’ you, Miss, don’ nobody
read this stuff. We read about BET33 stuff!” Angel simply took the magazine back and
said, “It teach you how to do stuff,” and continued reading. The student then left her
alone. Even though her class was not preparing her to become a designer, she took the
opportunity on her own to develop skills she believed she needed for her career. At home,
Angel conducted her own Internet searches on colleges in Atlanta, the city to which she
planned to move after high school graduation.
Angel was enrolled in the magnet program and acknowledged that it could help
her future plans. Still, she chose not to continue in the advanced academic track for the
next school year.
5/29/04, Semi-Structured Interview, Angel
Me:

Well, how do you feel being in magnet?

Angel:

I feel like I'm the same as everybody else. But, you know, in magnet,
I'm learning’ a little bit more.

Me;

OK, do you think it helps your future?

Angel nods yes.
33

BET is the acronym for Black Entertainment Television. This channel highlights the latest news, music,
and information pertinent to Black popular culture.
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Me:

Were you going to magnet next year?

Angel:

No.

Me:

You're not gonna be in magnet? Why?

Angel:

I don’t know.

Me:

Did you want to be in magnet?

Angel:

Yeah, but you know, I feel like I can probably do better ‘cause I learn fast
and stuff if I choose regular school or whatever.

Me:

So you're not gonna go to magnet?

Angel:

Probably in eighth grade. I’ll see another school [in seventh grade], then
I’ll go back to magnet. I wanted to go to regular and see how it is before,
you know, what I really like, you know, if I want to stay in magnet.

Angel has been enrolled in private schools and in the magnet programs in each of the
public schools she has attended. Throughout her education, she had been in challenging,
higher level courses. Now, as she was entering a new school, she chose to relax in
academics instead of becoming increasingly more involved in academics. She felt that
she could do better in the regular educational track because she could apply the skills she
learned in the magnet program.
Princess, a high achiever with a 3.5 GPA, “excused” herself from making A’s in
elective subjects that were not her favorites. At progress report time, her grades were
unusually low relative to her overall GPA. Even though most of her grades dropped, she
did not express concern with the classes in which she earned a B because they were not
important to her.
4/03/04, Phone Conversation, Princess
Princess:

We [she and her parents] are having a conference because I don’t
understand how the grade dropped so fast.
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Me:

You not concerned with the B’s?

Princess:

In math, I'm not concerned because I'm a B average in there. My electives
are B’s.

Me:

So, you cool with it?

Princess:

Yeah, those my B average classes.

Me:

You got an A in social studies.

Princess:

It’s part of socializing, so I have to get an A in there. I mean, social is the
key word. But I’m just straight B’s in the electives.

Princess reasoned that she could earn average grades, for her Bs, in elective classes that
she did not feel were important. She also reasoned that she could continue earning a B in
mathematics because that was her average grade for that subject. Besides enjoying social
studies because it was “social,” she considered possibly becoming a lawyer and believed
it was important for her to learn about history and current events. Her aspirations to
become a dancer were expressed through her extracurricular school and community
activities. Princess danced for UMMS and for a community ballet troupe. When she
visited her aunt in New York, her family made a special trip to Julliard. This visit gave
Princess inspiration to continue dancing so that she could one day attend that school. Her
third career goal was to become an international chef. To prepare for this potential
eventuality, she ate a variety of food and watched cooking shows on television. Her
menagerie of activities helped her prepare for her future goals in her mind.
Mary Burgess aspired to become a lawyer and an actress. She too was involved in
activities designed to accommodate both goals. In drama class, she was vocal,
volunteering for improvisations and school plays. She took advantage of opportunities to
speak in front of the class, and teachers invited her to speak at school assemblies. Though
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she was not the captain of the cheerleading squad, she was appointed the spokesperson
for the group by the sponsor. Her desire to become a lawyer were evidenced in her use of
school projects to address societal issues and in her community activism where she
vocally took stands against injustice and participated in cleaning up trash in her
community. Like Red, who was a also a school athlete, Mary Burgess was aware that in
order for her to participate in extracurricular activities in school such as cheerleading,
dance, and softball, she must have a minimum 2.5 GPA. Thus, she maintained this GPA
so she did not jeopardize her chance to be active in sports and so that she kept her
promise to herself to never let her grades become low again.
Tweety’s desire to become a pediatrician and a hairstylist helped motivate her to
maintain good grades. She explained that having a high GPA was important for being
accepted to medical school. The importance of this goal surfaced in a class project in
which students created a coat of arms. To do so, students created symbols that
represented who they were. In the middle of Tweety’s coat of arms, she wrote the words
“Doctor Degree.”
Becoming a hairstylist, Tweety’s other career goal, required skills she was
currently using. She taught herself how to braid hair and used her creativity to design
intricate braided hairstyles. Every week she changed her own hairstyle, getting up as
much as three hours early to complete the process before school or church. During one
focus group interview, she offered to “play with” Mary Burgess’ hair and created a
complex braided style on the spot. At school the next week, her classmates marveled at
the style and requested that she braid their hair.
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Reading was not one of Tweety’s favorite subjects, even though she made an A in
it. She expressed her problems with reading to her teacher in a note at the bottom of her
vocabulary assignment.
1/23/04, Reading Assignment
Ms. O, I’m trying to like reading more but it just don’t catch my attention. I learn by
listening and doing. Reading makes me go to sleep. I like books that’s funny, interesting,
and exciting like the book Holes. I read that book 3 times and I got the movie.
Ms. O’s response:
OK, but you also need to learn to read classic novels, like the ones we’re reading. If you
want to go thru college, you’ll have to learn to read silently – a lot, and they’ll be
classics.
As Tweety’s message to her teacher indicates, she chose how she interpreted and
challenged herself in reading class. Even though she did not like reading, she created
meaningful ways to learn that were relevant and enjoyable to her.
In discussing the courses they would enroll in the next year, both Red and Mary
Burgess first expressed a desire to do additional academic work at the new school, but
they quickly changed their minds and decided against the idea. They were concerned that
the demands of additional course work would interfere with passing the eighth grade high
stakes test. On the other hand, they both planned to participate in new sports and extra
curricular activities, unconcerned that the demands of these activities would affect their
preparation for the eighth grade test.
6/24/04, Phone Conversation, Mary Burgess and Red
Mary Burgess: I want to get in the talent program, not the educational talent program but
Drama and Art.
Me:

Why not the educational talent program?

Mary Burgess: Because it’s hard and I don’t want to fail them.
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Me:

But you can do it all, you just don’t want to?

Mary Burgess: It’s stress on you just trying to pass it. They said if you do good on
Algebra I for the first week they can pass you. You can go to Algebra II
but I ain’t going to no Algebra II! It’s hard ‘cause if I start laying back
they might hold me back. It’s like a choice if you want to go to Algebra II.
Me:

But I thought you liked Algebra.

Mary Burgess: I like Algebra but I don’t want to do something that’s complicated and it
might hold me back. I'm a be going to be in a lot of programs and stuff.
Me:

Red, you are trying out for football and volleyball! Have you ever played
volleyball?

Red:

No, I don’t too much like volleyball. I just like sports and if you play all
the sports you get a trophy that sits in the school and you can just have it
and they can see it in the future. But this year I'm running track. I'm gonna
talk to the coaches and say if I can’t make it for tryouts, can they just look
at me at another time. But, then, I don’ want to try out for too many sports
‘cause I want to study for the [eighth grade] test.

Red planned to try out for new sports so she could leave a legacy at school, but she kept
in mind the importance of passing the eighth grade test. In another interview, Red
maintained that passing the eighth grade test was extremely important, and that she
enrolled in tutoring that was available to prepare her for the test. This discussion came
after a particularly challenging day for the participants when their eighth grade
classmates received their test results at school. Many of the students who failed the eighth
grade test walked around crying, cursing, and expressing their disappointment in having
to retake the test and attend summer courses. Red commented, “If I make it to the eighth
grade next year and they have [test] prep and all that, that’s where I'm a go. I'm a go to all
my classes and make sure I pass out the eighth grade. I ain’t gon’ be playing ‘cause when
I seen them eighth graders crying, I said, ‘Let me get it together!’” Failing the eighth
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grade test was not an option for Red, so she resolved to do whatever it took to ensure that
she passed.
Mary Burgess, who liked algebra, once told me she had a “calculator in her head.”
Still, she decided not to pursue advanced algebra because she did not want to risk failing
the subject. On the other hand, when Red said that she was going to play volleyball even
though she did not like the sport, Mary Burgess decided that she would also play
volleyball for her new school even though she has never played before. Confident that
they would make the team, she and Red devised a plan that enabled them to play against
each other since they would be attending different schools. Their plan to try out for
volleyball also included the excitement of visiting other UMMS classmates who were
going to be dispersed to various middle schools throughout the city as a result of the
planned demolition of the school.
The participants were aware of the academic and extracurricular activities in
which they needed to participate to meet their individual goals. Though they were in
middle school, they had already chosen areas in which they would complete required
tasks minimally, areas in which they would excel according to their future goals. This
educational style, the “a la carte” approach, gave these girls the sense that they had
control over their academic and their future lives. The participants made decisions about
education that had personal and long-lasting results.
The “a la carte” approach was one way the participants facilitated meeting their
future goals. As the study progressed, another reason they maintained good grades and
respect within the school became apparent. The participants received academic and social
benefits at UMMS because of the skill they had in “working the system.”
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“Working the System”: The Academic and Social Benefits of Good Behavior, Respect,
and a Good Reputation
Each participant was aware that she needed to maintain a certain persona that
included being amicable to both classmates and school officials. Maintaining a friendly
and approachable personality enabled the girls to create a positive image of themselves in
the eyes of peers and adults in school (AAUW, 1992). The girls understood that pleasing
school officials worked to their personal benefit; hence, they “worked the system”
through good behavior, respect of others, and development of a good reputation. This
access allowed the participants to maintain academic status and good rapport. They
volunteered to help teachers after school, raised their hand to answer questions in class,
quieted their peers when the class become too loud, and answered adults respectfully with
“Yes, ma’am.” When they misbehaved, the infraction was minor and nearly always
occurred when teachers left the room or looked the other way. The result of their
behavior was that they were respected at school and chosen by adults for participation in
extra activities and school functions.
With the exception of Angel and LaShae, the participants’ reputations as good
girls were precariously founded. Red occasionally misbehaved; Mary Burgess often
argued with teachers; and Tweety and Princess displayed outward expressions of
boredom during class. On the rare occasions when these students were assigned to
behavior clinic, it was for minor infractions such as being tardy to class, uniform
violations, or practical jokes. One exception occurred when Mary Burgess was assigned
clinic because she put red ink on a classmate’s chair to embarrass her by ruining her
pants. Most of the time, however, teachers excused behavior from the participants
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because the girls were generally respectful and maintained good reputations with
classmates and school authorities.
The extent to which “working the system” benefited the participants was
demonstrated toward the end of the school year when a fight was planned. Mary Burgess
was involved in planning a major fight with her “enemies.” This fight involved two large
groups of girls who were once friends but became separated over a disagreement about
“mess.” The prelude to the fight involved small confrontations, rumors, stares in the hall,
and notes which described how strongly the groups hated each other. Mary Burgess’
involvement was primarily due to the involvement of her best friend who commonly
started fights. As the end of the year came closer, tensions mounted between the two
groups of students, and Mary Burgess became involved in a verbal confrontation with
two key members of the other group. These girls were twins and known for their
involvement in arguments. Though the confrontation did not escalate into a physical
altercation, all three girls were sent to the office; only the twins were suspended. Mary
Burgess was sent home with her parents and escaped suspension because of her ability to
“work the system.” Thus, knowing how to “work the system” enabled these girls to
escape sanctions imposed on other students. These girls were not ignorant of the benefits
that accrued to them, as the interview excerpt below indicates.
7/23/04 Group Interview, Mary Burgess, Tweety, and Red
Me:

Now, how do teachers and principals treat y’all?

Red and Mary Burgess: Like we special!
Mary Burgess: I got a lot of respect during elementary school and this year too.
Red:

Me, too.
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Mary Burgess: Red ain’t got no type of record! She ain’t got no type of record about
going to no office! OK, talk to somebody who really got a record!
Me:

You got a record?

Mary Burgess: Yeah! That’s why I want to be a lawyer, because I can really work the
system! Work the system! Wrapped around my finger!
Me:

How you work the system?

Red:

By crying!

Everybody laughs.
Mary Burgess: She got me! She got me! I ain’ gon’ lie, she got me!
Tweety:

She will cry for days!

Mary Burgess: Maybe not crying, but plotting on the system. See, I'm a very plot
working person. When it comes to the man or the law, I make up a plan. If
there is a girl I really dislike and we fight, when we get to the office, it’s a
different story! Make up a plot. Make up a plan. Get out of trouble.
Tweety:

(in a fake sweet girl voice) Mr. Assistant Principal, I won’t do it again!

The girls laugh. I try not to.
“Working the system” had academic advantages as well. Mary Burgess’ favor
with the teachers helped her to prevent her from failing during her sixth grade year, as
described previously, and she received placement in the magnet math class even though
she was not enrolled in the magnet program.
5/6/04, Focus Group, Seventh Grade Participants
Mary Burgess: I like Ms. R. She has mood swings, but she be nice to me! Me and Ms. R
we really got that kind of connection because I know her son and her
daughter and they nice and I went by her house one time.
Red:

You went to Ms. R’s house?

Mary Burgess: Me and Ms. R, we cool! She came by my house and met my Momma! I
remember I made straight F’s and you would think I had been an angel.
In the beginning I had straight F’s and D’s ‘cause I wasn’t serious, but in
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the end four teachers talked to me about my grades and I was like,
‘Yeah, I need to pull them up! Yeah, I need to really work!’ So, then,
everyday I had straight A’s! And I was so surprised. And, I think I was the
only person, I took sixth grade magnet math, I don’t know how that
happened, and I could have had honor roll! I had sixth grade magnet math
and I had a C and I could have had honor roll.
Because of her good reputation, good rapport with the teachers, and their
insistence that she improve academically, Mary Burgess was able to raise her grades. As
important, teachers knew she liked algebra and were able to circumvent the UMMS rules
to secure a magnet school placement for her in that course. Certainly, her relationship
with the principal, who she described as “her friend,” assisted with this special favor.
Such experiences taught these girls the importance of maintaining a good rapport with
teachers. Teachers were willing to work with her to ensure that she did not fail and to
provide academic challenges so that she would be more engaged in school.
While Tweety joked about Mary Burgess “working the system” by crying,
Tweety received advantages of her own due to her good reputation. She too had escaped
suspension, in her case, for dancing in the hallways when she was supposed to be in
class. The assistant principal excused this behavior despite his promises to expel her and
frustration with the lack of respect she displayed.
7/23/04, Semi-Structured Interview, Tweety
He said he was gone expel me and some other people cause he saw me dancing in
the hallway while the teacher and him was talking. Other children had to sit down
and I ain’t want to sit down! I just kept on dancing. I was in another world and I
wasn’t even thinking ‘bout nobody! Mr. Assistant Principal come up, I ain’t know
he was there, and he said, ‘This is pure disrespect, pure disrespect! I should expel
y’all! We gon’ expel y’all!’ They made us clean up the cafeteria and sent us on
our way!
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Undoubtedly, Tweety’s good reputation saved her and the others from the harsh
repercussions. Another example involving Tweety demonstrates the advantages being
respectful to teachers can bring.
5/6/04, Group Interview, Seventh Grade Participants
I can be tardy five or six times and they won’t give me clinic ‘cause the teachers don’ get
on me like they do other people. I can be out of line during lunch, but they know I’m not
gonna do nothing. If you give the teachers respect and they know who you are, they will
give you respect back.
This ability to work the system brought frequent advantages to each of the participants,
but these immediate apparent advantages shrouded a detrimental side.
The participants’ reputations as good girls contributed to their high GPAs. No
grades were assigned for conduct at UMMS, but good conduct was often reflected in
higher report card grades. All six girls had high report card grades, but several scored
poorly on standardized tests with low national percentile rankings attesting to limitations
in their learning.
In a discussion of school and academic behaviors, Tweety described herself as
being both a “little angel” and “cocky.” Both personalities, though dichotomous,
facilitated Tweety’s ability to make good grades and maintain her independence. As she
described, it was important for teachers to allow her to learn on her own, which they
often did because Tweety seldom caused trouble in class.
4/17/04, Semi-Structured Interview, Tweety
Me:

What does it mean for you to be smart?

Tweety:

I better make A’s or B’s. I better not talk back to the teacher. I better be a
little angel in the class, be good, not make D’s or F’s. I ain’t never made a
F!

Later in the same interview…
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Me:

OK, how would you describe yourself as a student?

Tweety:

Cocky!

Me:

(Laugh) What do you mean?

Tweety:

I don’t like to be told what to do. I’m not even gone lie, I don’t!
When the teacher bein’ sarcastic, I just be right back sarcastic with
him, and they don’ get that mad, but they’ll tell me to be quiet and to do
my work. But, it’s like they give me chances ‘cause they know I can do
good. And, most of them I had last year. Loud, obnoxious, the
reason I don’ like to be told what to do, I'm smart enough to know
what to do, and if you tell me what to do, I’m not gon’ want to
do it until I feel like it. So, if you just let me figure it out, that’s
how I am. I know what to do! Just leave me alone, just let me
do it, and as long as you don’ tell me what to do, it’s gon’ be alright! I’m
like, this is me! If you want respect, give me respect, I’ll give you respect,
and if you don’ show me respect, then it’s all over!

Tweety was a successful, respectful, and independent student who was aware that she had
influence with the teachers and administrators at UMMS. She used this influence to
demand respect, even when she was mischievous. During classroom observations, she
rarely misbehaved; more often she displayed obvious signs of boredom, which were
ignored by teachers, or she was outspoken about her opinions on the lesson.
The sixth grade participants did not deliberately “work the system,” however,
their good reputations also facilitated gaining benefits within the school. Princess’
knowledge of teachers’ guidelines helped her “work the system” to receive academic
benefits. She learned what pleased her teachers and was able to perform these activities to
ensure that she keeps her good grades.
3/3/04, Semi-Structured Interview, Princess
And, then, I like Ms. C because her class is easy. You get 200 points for doing
warm-up. And if you have punish work and you don’ do it, you automatic fail her
class because her punish work is so much points that can boost your grade up plus
the work that you do…….
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I like Ms. Z ‘cause she don’ give tests. You get your grades on your behavior and
the way that you work in class, and you just don’ write something down and think
that you could turn in the paper and you gon’ get an A. If you work diligently and
you respect your work, like, you know, you care about it, she gon’ see that and
she’s gon’ point that out and give you what your fair grade is, and that’s what I
like about those teachers.
As Princess described, she “works the system” academically by completing her
assigned exercises and caring about her school work. Her favorite teachers assigned
grades according to the completion of punish work, good behavior, and the appearance of
working hard on classroom assignments, not from demonstration of knowledge acquired.
As Bacon (1993) explained, middle school students felt that school behaviors included
doing the work, obeying the rules, paying attention, learning or studying, and making an
effort. Similarly, Princess understood the academic benefits to adhering to such norms,
which resulted in earning what she felt was a “fair” grade.
The good reputation Princess created with her teachers allowed her to forego
school rules regarding participation in certain activities. In physical education class, for
example, Princess’ classmates became upset because the teacher allowed her to play
kickball and be the team captain despite the fact the she was not dressed out, a
requirement for participation in athletic activities. Princess negotiated with the teacher,
saying, “I’m your straight A student. I don’t want to dress out!” With slight scolding, she
was allowed to play that day and her team won the game. After he agreed to let her play,
she looked at me and smirked confidently.
Angel’s physical education teacher wished he had “175 more students like her,”
even though she avoided the ball during games causing the team to lose. More
importantly to him, she was a very well mannered student who never caused trouble. She
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dressed out, did her seatwork, and remained quiet during roll call, but she was not an
active participant in the sports being taught. Her lack of participation warranted a low
grade; however, the physical education teacher rewarded her good behavior with high
grades that contributed to her GPA.
Angel was aware of the importance of being good, describing herself as “well
behaved, smart, I guess, but well behaved more.” Angel, who maintained a high GPA and
had average standardized test scores, minimized her intelligence placing more importance
on the good behavior she displayed in the classroom. She was well aware that the
“system” required good behavior in class and that behaving well resulted in academic
gain. Her mother commented that teachers told Angel not to worry when her grades were
“slipping from A’s to B’s on her progress report.” The teachers blamed her lower grades
on losing focus after standardized tests and they felt the grades would come up at the end
of the grading period. Her grades did improve.
Angel’s good behavior came at a price. She was overlooked by her teachers
because she did not demand the attention many of her classmates did (AAUW, 1996;
Evans, 1998; Fordham, 1993). UMMS had a school wide program to reward students for
good behavior. This program involved teachers spontaneously rewarding students with
tickets when students were seen behaving in an uncommonly good manner or performing
a random act of kindness. At the end of the month, students who earned tickets
participated in a drawing for prizes such as CD players, DVD’s, and other expensive
gifts. Most students who received tickets cherished them and bragged to classmates who
would then try to mend their ways to get a ticket. During my numerous observations of
Angel in each of her classes, I never observed her misbehaving, even when teachers left
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the classroom. This good behavior, however, was overlooked by all of her teachers.
Angel was the only one of the participants who did not receive a ticket during the six
months of data collection at UMMS.
Awarding good grades for good behavior is damaging for students, girls in
particular (Galley, 2003). Adolescent girls often externalize educational success,
attributing it to luck, an easy test or assignment, or good behavior. For girls, academic
success is not typically understood as having achieved mastery (AAUW, 1996; Galley,
2003). Galley (2003) described that it was vital for these girls to take ownership of their
successes and to appreciate when they have performed well. Like Angel, LaShae was a
well behaved; she was also smart but viewed her success as random occurrences rather
than attributing it to her ability. She felt she was the same as her classmates, though her
grades and standardized test scores indicate that, academically, she performed at a higher
level than many students at UMMS.
2/23/04, Semi -Structured Interview, LaShae
Me:

OK, on a scale of one to five and five was like real smart, where are you?

LaShae:

I'm a three.

Me:

Why?

LaShae:

‘Cause I'm not that smart.

Me:

Why not?

LaShae:

‘Cause I don’t study, sometimes I do good on tests and that’s about it.

Me:

How do you get your grades?

LaShae:

Huh?

Me:

Good grades.
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LaShae:

I get A’s and B’s on my report card.

Me:

But, if you’re not that smart, how do you get those smart people
grades?

LaShae:

I don’t know. I just…I know some of the stuff, but then it don’t really
come to my mind like when we take tests.

Me:

So, how, what kind of grades do you get on your tests?

LaShae:

C’s, D’s, and F’s.

Me:

How do you get A’s and B’s in the class then?

LaShae:

‘Cause I do my homework and I pay attention in class, and do class
activities and stuff.

Me:

OK. So, what are some other things to do to keep your grades…up? To
get those A’s and B’s.

LaShae:

Do all of my projects, homework, and sometimes (her emphasis) I study.

LaShae indicated that she was not any smarter than her classmates and that she
simply performed the required duties to succeed academically, that is, paying attention to
teachers and participating in class (Bacon, 1993). To be a dutiful student, and as Princess
described, to “respect your work” and have the appearance of being studious usually
attracted the attention of teachers and led to academic rewards. Even LaShae’s mother
was aware of the importance of good behavior at school, mentioning her daughter’s
behavior first when discussing her school performance.
5/13/04, Semi-Structured Interview, LaShae’s Mother
Me:

OK, tell me about her school performance.

Mother:

At school…she’s a very good student at school. She
never gets into any trouble at school. She mostly know all her
work. She don’t need me to help her with any cause she know
mostly all of it! Yes, but stuff like projects and stuff, I help her on her
projects and stuff like that, but most of it, she already know.
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LaShae’s response to the question about what she wanted adults to know about
her indicated that she had learned good behavior was a means to ”work the system.” She
was aware that being good was rewarded by adults, and she adhered to this reward
system despite not feeling comfortable with portraying a “good” persona at all times.
6/4/04, Semi-Structured Interview, LaShae
Me:

Let me ask you this one question – what do you want teachers and other
adults to know about you?

LaShae:

That I could be… that I'm bad sometimes.

Me:

(I laugh nervously) Why do you want them to know that?

LaShae:

‘Cause they think I'm good.

Me:

So, why do you want them to know that you can be bad?

LaShae:

I don’t know, ‘cause they always think I'm so good. But I say to
myself, “Ooh, I'm so bad!”

Me:

OK. (pause.) How are you bad?

LaShae:

Ummm….(long pause)…..

Me:

How are you bad?

LaShae:

I don’t know, but I'm bad.

Me:

Bad thoughts, bad…

LaShae:

Acts, but not really a bad, bad act.

Me:

OK, but you want adults, you want them to know that, don’t you?

LaShae:

Yes.

Me:

So, why, what good would that do?

LaShae:

I don’t know.

Me:

Huh?
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LaShae:

I don’t know. I don’t know.

Me:

OK……..is that all?

LaShae:

That’s it.

That it was important to LaShae that adults know she was “bad” suggested that
LaShae knew her good girl persona enabled her to “worked the system” and she was not
entirely comfortable with that circumstance (AAUW, 1996). Brown (2002) describes a
similar participant in her study, a middle school girl who was quiet in class but in other
areas and in interviews, she displayed a different side to her personality. Her persona
facilitated good grades and favor with adults, but it also masked the secret that she
wanted adults to know who she really was and included acting “bad” sometimes. LaShae
seemed to believe that her good girl behavior partially covered up who she was and as a
result caused ambivalence for her. She was not comfortable with what she perceived as
the misperceptions of adults that she was always a “good girl.”
In sum, the participants benefited both academically and socially by using their
respectful behaviors and attention to assignment completion to “work the system.”
Teachers often excused their misbehavior because they were usually well-behaved
students. This perception contributed to higher report card grades than their classroom
test scores suggested were warranted. Socially, they used good behavior to receive
advantages in school such as escaping reprimand for minor infractions, receiving
permission to leave class to visit other students, and being excused from class work to
“help” teachers. As an adult on the UMMS campus, I was often used by the participants
to “work the system.” They would claim their tardiness to class was a result of “talking to
me” or “showing me something” when they were actually spending time with friends.
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The teachers excused them because of their usual good behavior and their participation in
the study.
Chapter Conclusion
In many studies, students assert multiple purposes for getting an education and
attending school (Bacon, 1993; Dworkin, Larsen, & Hansen, 2003; Hidi & Ainley, 2002;
Galley, 2003; Gibbons & Stiles, 2004; Kaplan & Maehr, 2002). For some students,
school was not the sole means for the attainment of future success and realization of
goals. The participants in the present study had a clear idea of their career goals, but
academic activities were not the primary means through which their future success would
be attained. Rather, extracurricular activities, community events, and individual hobbies
provided the participants with important experiences they believed they needed to attain
their career goals (Nieto, 2000).
The participants were able to maintain a balance between their social and
academic identities. They made good grades, did well in school, and they did well with
sports, families, and community involvement. Non-school and school activities that did
not focus on academics were instrumental in the development of their well-rounded
identities (AAUW, 1996; Nieto, 2000). By approaching school in an “a la carte” manner,
the participants chose what they believed was essential to their immediate and future
goals. Knowledge and learning should have a tangible benefit in their view, and they
tailored their academic and non-academic activities around their personal needs (Galley,
2003).
Even though the participants were unique individuals and non-conformist in many
respects, they were also aware of social systems that existed and participated in these
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systems. In some sense, they were able to remain neutral or on the edge of the social
parameters while being involved just enough for their personal benefit. To their credit,
the participants were able to maintain their sense self-identification while maintaining
friendships with their classmates (Cousins, 1999).
Each participant had a clear view of the importance of getting an education, but
education was, nevertheless, secondary to the relationships they created with their
classmates and friends. Though the participants acknowledged that the academic aspects
of school were important in their lives, they also believed that these aspects were
meaningful only to the extent that they led to attaining personal goals. The girls used
school to launch their future careers, albeit not solely through academic experiences.
Socializing was often more meaningful to these girls, thus learning in school
came second to peer relationships, opportunities to converse, and extracurricular
activities (Dworkin, Larsen, & Hansen, 2003). Investigation into the salience of
education in the participant’s lives revealed two aspects of their worlds – the school
world and the cool world. Through these worlds, the participants became academically
and socially involved at UMMS as they defined their educational values and explored a
multiplicity of identities. The following table summarizes and explains the findings of
this chapter on academic achievement.
Table 4: Description and Explanation of Findings on Academic Achievement
Description
Merging school world and cool worlds,
“bringing themselves up” with “back up
plans”

Explanation
The participants felt that making good
grades did not provide enough notoriety to
be popular at UMMS. In addition to
earning high grades, they must be
involved in other activities such as
singing, dancing, or rapping so they can
be popular.
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Table 4 Continued
“I’m smart, BUT…”

“I’m smart, AND…”

“Non-school” activities

The “a la carte” approach

“Working the system”

The sixth grade participants in the magnet
program felt the necessity to claim their
smartness, but do not desire to be solely
associated with academic achievement.
The seventh grade participants in the
traditional program felt the need to defend
their smartness, claiming that they are
smart, even though they are not in the
magnet program, and they also possess
other attributes.
The work of Nieto (2000) is supported, as
the participants expressed the necessity to
be acknowledged for multiple identities in
addition to academics including, but not
limited to, sports and hobbies.
The participants chose which social and
academic activities that they will excel
according to their own individualized
goals.
The participants are aware that certain
behaviors have academic and social
benefit, such as crying in the principal’s
office to avoid harsh discipline, appearing
studious, and being well behaved.

Chapter Five detailed the educational experiences of successful Black female
students, with Table Four providing a summary of the results. Chapter Six describes the
significance of racial identity in their lives. The final chapter, Chapter Seven, concludes
the study and provides recommendation for future research.
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CHAPTER SIX
“WE’RE NOT SEGREGATED ANYMORE!”
THE (IN)SIGNIFICANCE OF RACE IN THE LIVES OF
SUCCESSFUL BLACK FEMALE STUDENTS
5/15/04, Focus Group, Sixth Grade Participants
Me:
Let me ask y’all…how do you feel about being Black?
The participants pause for a long while and look at each other.
Me:
(jokingly) How do you feel about being White?
Everyone laughs VERY loudly...
Princess:
We have to think about it.
Me:
We can come back to that question.
Angel:
(uncertainly) Proud??
Princess:
It’s, it’s, it’s…yeah..it’s…yeah, I’m proud, because…when
you think about it, look how far we have come. You see a
lot of us progressing.
Me:
Like who?
Princess:
NBA stars, you know. Halle and Denzel34 for instance, you
know. We getting’ more opportunities in life than we had
before.
LaShae:
Very educational.
Princess:
Yeah, we’re not segregated anymore…..
Chapter Overview – Racial Experiences of Successful Black Female Students
The Black female participants in this study were defined as successful based on
their results on the RIAS-B (McDermott & Spencer, 1996) and their GPAs. Their RIASB scores indicated that they had a positive Black racial identity with a multicultural
worldview. Individuals at their stage of racial identity, Internalization, have achieved a
sense of peace about being a Black person in America (Cross, 1978, 1991; McDermott &
Spencer, 1996). Overall, the participants were comfortable with who they were as Black
34

The progress of Halle Berry and Denzel Washington is a subject of contention among movie critics and
fans, many who call it “bittersweet” due to the roles they played. They won Oscar Awards for Best Male
Actor and Best Female Actress in 2003, a first for Black people. Berry, a Biracial woman, portrayed a poor
Southerner who had a romantic relationship with a White man in “Monster’s Ball.” Washington portrayed
an unethical police officer who blamed his criminal activities on his partner, a White man who he was
training, in “Training Day.” When Mr. Washington won his award, he said, “Two birds in one night.”
Berry said, “This moment is for every nameless, faceless woman of color that now has a chance because
the door tonight has opened.”
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girls, so much that they explained that they did not think about being Black. During focus
group interviews, questions about race were often met with shrugs, very few words, or
silence. These responses suggested that while the participants accepted and even
embraced this aspect of their identity, they did not expend much effort examining their
race (Martinez & Dukes, 1997; Plummer, 1995).
Much of the literature on adolescents and racial identity reports that participants
do not give considerable thought to race, unless confronted with a negative race-related
issue or immersed in another culture (Horvat & Antonio, 1999; Martinez & Dukes,
Phinney, 1993; Phinney, Cantu, & Kurtz, 1997; Plummer, 1995). These studies also
suggest that adolescents who have positive views of their race have better views of
themselves. Martinez and Dukes (1997) agree, reporting that positive racial identity
results in an increase of social and psychological well being. Phinney (1993) adds that the
formation of ethnic identity takes time; thus, it increases with age.
Martinez and Dukes (1997) conducted a large quantitative study of ethnic identity
among White, Native American, Hispanic, and Asian adolescents. Results indicated that
the more positive the individual’s ethnic identity, the higher the individual’s self-esteem,
sense of purpose in life, and self-confidence. The researchers also discovered that some
adolescents had not explored the meaning of their ethnic identity. Other teens who
considered the meanings of membership in a particular ethnic group had come to
understand issues of race more clearly, knew and accepted themselves more fully, and
functioned more effectively.
The excerpt from an interview with the sixth grade participants that opened this
chapter typified the attitudes of all six participants. Questions about Black racial identity
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with the seventh grade participants were met with silence initially. During a similar focus
group interview, the seventh grade girls likewise did not indicate they had explored their
feelings about their race with much depth. Responses varied from joking, to silence, to a
brief reflection of historical events, to pride about the progress made by Black people.
7/23/04, Focus Group, Seventh Grade Participants
Me:

Let’s talk about being Black, what’s it like?

Mary Burgess: (loudly) FUN!!!!!!
Everyone laughs.
Tweety:

It’s…I don’t know…

Mary Burgess: Being Black is a very good experience.
Me:

What is good about it?

Silence…..
Tweety:

(quietly) That’s part of our history.

Me:

What’s part of our history?

Mary Burgess: Slavery!
Tweety:

What all we, they, we…what all we went through…

Red:

and how good we turned out.
Red’s explanation that Black people have turned out “good,” despite slavery and

“what all we went through” was rather different from Princess’ explanation that, “We’re
not segregated anymore.” The responses of both Red and Princess summarized the
feelings of the participants at each grade level on race, and their responses indicated a
sense of peace about their racial identity. While the girls were cautious and less
responsive to direct questions on race, the moments of silence and casual remarks were
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meaningful sources of data. Through prolonged engagement, informal observation, and
careful examination of their nonverbal responses, the way the participants considered
their racial identities became more apparent.
The participants displayed their pride about Black racial identification through an
array of sentiments detailed in this chapter. Expressions of contentment and
consolidation, an alignment with parent socialization messages, and “flashbacks,” racial
views were expressed. Findings from the present study support RIAS-B results indicating
the participants’ positive views of their race, whether they identified as Black, biracial, or
bicultural. At the end of this chapter a discussion of the theories of acting White
(Fordham & Ogbu, 1986) and silence (Fordham, 1993) which prompted this inquiry is
offered.
Contentment and Consolidation: The Effects of Parent Socialization Messages in
Expression of Racial Identity
3/13/04, Semi-Structured Interview, LaShae
Me:

How you feel about being Black?

LaShae:

I feel good.

Me:

Why?

LaShae:

(Pause) Um…’cause I'm Black.

Me:

Do you ever think about it?

LaShae:

Not really.

The participants rarely examined their race. Simply stated, they are Black and did
not often consider the meaning of being Black nor did they view themselves apart from
their race. Their parents expressed similar ideas on race, and after semi-structured
interviews with the parents, the girls’ racial attitudes became more evident. Defined as
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racial socialization, messages about racial identity that adolescents receive at home have
significant effects on their views on race (Constantine & Blackmon, 2002; Duncan, 2005;
Miller, 1999). As Constantine and Blackmon (2002) explain, racial socialization
messages from parents have profound effect on adolescents’ formulations of perceptions
about themselves and people from other races. They found that Black adolescents who
receive positive messages from parents have higher levels of self-esteem and more
cultural pride. Miller (1999) explains that racial socialization messages from parents
promote resiliency, acting as a buffer against negative messages Black children often
receive about themselves in urban environments. Positive messages about Black racial
identity that parents transmit to adolescents are important because racial socialization
fosters a healthy racial identity.
The participants in the present study, as well as their parents, consistently
expressed contentment and consolidation in racial identity. Contentment is a sense of
peace about oneself and one’s membership in the Black race. Consolidation, an extension
of contentment, is the desire for healthy cross-cultural relationships, and for people,
regardless of race, to be able to do the same. These sentiments are a direct reflection of
Internalization and are indicative of a multicultural worldview. During the study, each
participant said she would like race relations to improve in the USA and for there to be
racial harmony. In this section on contentment and consolidation, interview excerpts from
the participants’ parents are presented. The parents’ views demonstrated how the
participants’ understandings of race were based on the racial socialization messages in
the home.
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LaShae was surrounded by Black people in her immediate family, school,
neighborhood, and church. She also had extended family comprised of people who were
White and biracial. Her contentment with her racial identity was frankly stated when she
responded, “I feel good,” about being Black. In fact, LaShae consistently expressed
contentment with her racial identity. One such instance was captured in the semi –
structured interview below.
4/10/04, Semi-Structured Interview, LaShae
Me:

So, what do you think about Black people?

LaShae:

I don’t.

Me:

What do you think about people from different cultures?

LaShae:

(very quietly) I think they OK. I don’t care what color they are.

Uncovering LaShae’s position on race became more difficult during interviews as she
quietly, yet confidently maintained contentment with her racial identity through her
verbal responses. After interviewing her mother, LaShae’s feelings on racial identity
became clearer. LaShae’s mother expressed contentment about race-related issues and
explained that she did not overtly teach LaShae about race at home.
4/14/04, Semi Structured Interview, LaShae’s Mother
Me:

What types of activities are you all involved in that teach her about being
Black? Or anything about race?

Mother:

Well, to be honest – nothing. (She laughs.) I guess the most stuff she
learns at school, about Black culture or whatever, but other than that,
nothing.

Me:

Do y’all talk about it?

Mother:

No, um, no….

Me:

Do y’all talk about any other races? Like Asian?
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Mother:

(apologetically) No, we don’t. We really don’t. We don’t.

LaShae’s mother’s stance on racial identity was similar to LaShae’s; they both
expressed contentment with being Black. Though LaShae’s mother did not describe any
particular effort to teach her children about racial identity, in the home there were many
pictures of African women dressed in traditional clothing such as dashikis and turbans.
Seeking more information from LaShae’s mother about her feelings on racial identity, I
mentioned the Black African art hanging on her walls, to which she replied, “Where?”
When I pointed out the pictures, she shrugged and laughed, explaining that she chose the
pictures because they were pretty. Later I realized that while I may have viewed the
pictures as Black art, she simply viewed them as art. Her display and choice of art
without conscious reflection is expressive of contentment. Desire for a beautiful picture,
rather than racial identity of the people portrayed in the pictures, was the reason for
choice.
So ingrained were her feelings of consolidation and contentment that LaShae’s
comments on race were gleaned from interviews not centered on race, but on
entertainment. When LaShae shared her feelings on her favorite movie, The Color of
Friendship, she divulged her desire for consolidation between Black and White people
and approval of friendships between people from different races.
3/13/04, Semi-Structured Interview, LaShae
Me:

What’s your favorite movie?

LaShae:

The Color of Friendship. It’s about this Black girl, she has this
foreigner…well, she has a White girl that comes to her house and stays
with her for a couple of weeks and they become friends.

Me:

Oh, OK. Now, why is this your favorite movie?
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LaShae:

’Cause I like it! (She gets excited.) Ooh!! I like the way that two colors get
along together and become really good friends.

A demonstration of LaShae’s multicultural worldview, she expressed racial consolidation
through her choice and explanation of her favorite movie. In addition to her movie
choices, LaShae provided a further example of consolidation with her disdain of negative
racial comments made by her classmates.
3/13/04, Semi – Structured Interview, LaShae
Me:

What do you like least about school?

LaShae:

Like, when people misjudge you about your color and your personality
and stuff like that. Like, if somebody’s Black and they are like, “What this
White girl doing at our school? This is an all Black school.” Or, “We don’t
like LSU, ’cause they’re all about White people.” Or, “We don’t like
Southern ’cause there are a lot of Black people.” And, they call people
names like trailer trash and nigger.

As her comments portray, LaShae was uncomfortable with racial epithets, regardless of
the race of the initiator or about whom they were made. At such a young age, she showed
a mature view on race and was not inclined to take sides or agree with racist comments
from Black or White people (Constantine & Blackmon, 2002).
LaShae again displayed her feelings about race one Saturday afternoon. The sixth
grade participants invited me to hang with them at the mall, permitting informal
observation. LaShae was excited about a young man she found attractive. When I saw the
boy who caught her interest, I assumed he was Black because of his appearance and
demeanor. He was dressed in the typical clothing style of Black male teenagers – a white
“wife beater35,” sagging jeans, a large nameplate36 belt, and unlaced tennis shoes

35

This is a term that describes a plain white tank top. Although heavily worn by Black males who are rap
music fans, it is said to be a clothing symbol of a “White trash” man who physically abuses his wife.
36
This is a belt that has a name written on the buckle.
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(Murthada-Watts, 2000). When he smiled, I noticed that he had gold teeth37. The other
girls explained that LaShae had jungle fever38 and laughed when I asked, “Who, him?
He’s White!?” He resembled a Black male from outward appearances, and on first glance
I could not discern that he was White. During a subsequent phone conversation, LaShae
elaborated about her jungle fever, explaining that she had preferred “the vanilla” (White
boys) since kindergarten. After much questioning, the most cogent reason she gave for
this preference was, “I just like them; they [White boys] are more attractive.” In another
interview, she explained that when she grows up, she will marry a White man (Root,
2001). So while she stated that she “does not care what color people are,” this color–
neutral principle did not apply to her romantic interests. She preferred the physical
characteristics of White males.
LaShae’s interest in White males could be partially attributed to her exposure to
multi-racial family members. During an informal observation earlier in the study, LaShae
described the “different colors in her family” as one of her most unique and celebrated
aspects. She traveled to visit family members throughout the United States, many of
whom have married White people. Thus, she interacted with White, Black, and biracial
relatives during family reunions and vacations. These experiences were likely strong
contributors to her Internalized state of racial identity and her strong views of racial
harmony, described in this study as consolidation (Cross, 1978, 1991).
Similar to LaShae’s matter of fact responses to her feelings about being Black,
Tweety shouted, “I’m just me!” during a semi-structured interview about race. Though
37

Among this age group, there are many “blurred lines,” between appearances that demarcate biracial
identity, primarily among youth who listen to rap artists such as Eminem, a White male rapper who is
highly respected and emulated among his Black hip-hop fans, despite his race.
38
“Jungle fever” is a term that describes when people of opposite races are attracted to each other. It is the
title of a Spike Lee (1989) movie on this subject.
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her response expressed contentment with her identity, her tone showed frustration with
the series of questions on race. When interviewing Tweety, the protocol was altered so I
would not offend her because initially, the questions were designed for Black, not
biracial, female students. She often corrected me during interviews when I referred to her
as Black with a powerful statement affirming her biracial identity.
2/7/04, Semi-Structured Interview, Tweety
Me:

How do you feel about being Black?

Tweety:

(long pause) Part Black.

Me:

(Nervously) OK.

Tweety:

I think I got the best of both worlds because I can’t be prejudiced. I just
like having two generations of whole different other colors that I can talk
about.

Tweety clearly preferred to discuss race when she chose and not when others, including
myself, inquired. When we visited the mall, people of all races would stare (Harvey,
LaBeach, Prigden, & Gocial, 2005). Some people boldly inquired about my relationship
with her39. One Black woman asked, “Is she your daughter or what, because she is so
pretty with her blue eyes and good hair?” While I became agitated at her rudeness,
Tweety simply answered her because she was used to such questions. Although Tweety
repeatedly expressed contentment with her racial identification during interviews,
observations, and in conversations with strangers, other people were not content with her
identity and openly inquired about her race. As Lewis (2003) explains, many biracial
people contend with other people’s identifications that may not match their own selfidentification. Tweety not only desired to be respected in her biracial identity, but she
also extended the same respect to other people.
39

I am a Black woman with dark eyes and dark kinky hair. I am clearly not a White or biracial woman.
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2/7/04, Semi-Structured Interview, Tweety
Me:

Now, what would you consider me to be? My race?

Tweety:

Nothing! I don’t like saying that. I say color or non-color ‘cause you
shouldn’t be called by your race. Your name is Menthia, not ‘Hey, Black
girl!’

Me:

So, if you had to say somebody’s race, you would say they’re colored or
non-colored? (Tweety nods yes.) So, I am what?

Tweety:

Colored.

Me:

Colored. And you are?

Tweety:

I don’t know, colored? (She laughs.) I don’t know, mixed? Colored and
non-colored? (She laughs again and changes the subject.)

This conversation occurred after I had become more familiar with her, and we would
discuss race more openly. Still, when I pressed Tweety to choose a racial classification
for me, she did not do so. She maintained her biracial identification, stating that she is
both colors and mixed. As Morrison and Bordere (2001) suggest, biracial children should
not be encouraged to choose one race over another, but should decide which terms, if
any, they wish to use to classify themselves. Through that exchange, Tweety proved that
she did not particularly care for defining another person by race and that she does not
prefer being defined by a singular category, whether it is race or color.
While Tweety was confident in her biracial identity, the consistency of her
affiliation with either race was contingent upon the situation in which she was involved.
She admitted, “I fit in better with Black kids because I was raised around Black people.
My White side is like…” (During the interview, she became silent and looked away.) At
another time she explained that she felt great about being biracial because if one race did
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not accept her, she could choose the other race. When she was required to choose one
race over another, the choice was often Black. In addition to her feeling more
comfortable with Black people at UMMS, which had a largely Black student population,
she spent more time with her Black family members, preferred clothing, hairstyles and
music that other Black adolescents preferred, or, as she explained, “everybody knows I
am Black when I open my mouth!” In other words, when she was with her friends, she
used the vernacular of many Black adolescents, described as Ebonics (Fordham, 1999).
Because of her experiences in the White community, she felt that White people
had cruel, racist, and mean-spirited intentions when commenting on her race. Her White
neighbors had called her “nigger” and her Mother “nigger lover.” When Black people, on
the other hand, commented on her race, Tweety took it as joking. Her classmates, for
example, describe her as White Chocolate, Hazel, or Red in reference to her biracial
parentage and her skin complexion. When she was recalled the experiences of being
referred to by those “colors” she spoke of no negative response, but she said she became
upset when she was called White.
2/7/04, Semi-Structured Interview, Tweety
Tweety:

[Black] Kids call me White girl, and they were just playing with me
because they know I don’t like being called that.

Me:

You don’t like being called White girl?

Tweety:

No! ’Cause I’m not all White and I’m not all Black, just call me Tweety!

Mawmaw, her paternal grandmother, echoed the sentiment that if Tweety had to choose a
race it would be Black and that she did not like to be called White.
5/9/05, Semi-Structured Interview, Mawmaw
Me:

What do you teach Tweety about race?
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Mawmaw:

Nothing, ’cause Tweety ain’t racist. Sometimes I be playing with her and
say, 'You White people can’t take no heat.’ She will say ‘Don’t call me
that, I’m not White, I’m Black!’

Me:

(confused) Not ‘I’m mixed?’

Mawmaw:

No, they [Tweety and her siblings] don’t like to be called White. They
liked to be called Black or mixed. They been around Black folks and they
been around White folks. They had a bad experience with White folks. It
seem like White folks don’t come together like Black folks do. Their
[White] Grandma on their Mom’s side treat them different. So, if they had
to choose, they would choose Black. At first they considered themselves
Black and White, now they consider themselves Black. The way they see
it, they don’t want to be White.

As Mawmaw elaborated, if Tweety chose to say she was Black, it was because she had
negative experiences with White people. Perhaps because of the teasing, Tweety felt that
being called White was an insult, and when it occurred, she defended her racial identity
as Black.
Racial socialization for biracial adolescents is important because, “they often
struggle as they attempt to merge their dual heritage without compromising either one”
(Morrison & Bordere, 2001, p. 134). From Tweety’s experiences, it was apparent that she
was not protected from racism, but she did not allow racist experiences to cause her to
deny membership in both races. While she experienced struggles, she maintained a
biracial identity, and her family supported her choices. The socialization messages that
Mawmaw shared with Tweety were supportive of multiculturalism, racial harmony, and
consolidation. As she elaborated, for many generations, her family has embraced people
of different races.
4/13/05, Semi-Structured Interview, Mawmaw
Me:

What do you and Tweety discuss about race?
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Maw-maw:

I don’t have nothing against it. I’m not prejudiced. I don’t see no color. I
don’t see no color. We all are human beings, we all are God’s children, so
I don’t have no problem with race, because the Bible says love one
another and do unto others as you would have them do unto you. That’s
the way I have been all my life. We all are people, we all bleed, we all
gon’ die. So, that’s why I can’t understand some White people who hate
Blacks, and Black people who hate Whites. I'm glad my Grandmother
didn’t raise me like that. My son married a White woman; my brother
married a White woman; and we treat them all the same. My oldest son
wife looks more White then Black. We all treat them equal. We don’ see
no color. Can’t get to Heaven hatin’ one another.

Mawmaw’s statements were indicative of contentment and consolidation because they
viewed White people as deserving equal treatment and welcomed them as family
members. Tweety’s views on race were consistent with values enacted within her family.
Similar to Tweety and LaShae, Red repeatedly expressed contentment with her
racial identity. When asked about her feelings on race in interviews, Red simply replied,
“I love being Black. I love my color.” This statement was a strong affirmation of her
racial identity. Red rarely elaborated on her feelings about race, but informal observations
confirmed her opinions. Of all the participants, she discussed racial matters the least even
though she was the most aware of the accomplishments of prominent local and national
Black leaders. Red’s knowledge of various Black leaders was not directly taught at home.
As her grandmother explained, she learned about Black history through her church or
television.
3/6/04, Semi-Structured Interview, Red’s Grandmother
Me:

What types of activities do y’all teach her about being Black or Black
people?

Grandmother: Well, at our church they have Black history month and they learn a lot of
that at Sunday school.
Me:

Do y’all ever talk about it at home?
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Grandmother: We don’t talk about it at home, I guess she hear it on TV.
Red and her grandmother both portrayed contented attitudes toward race-related
issues. Still, during focus group and semi-structured interviews, she would shrug or
refrain from answering questions about race. Because of her noncommittal responses,
which were similar to those of her grandmother, Red’s comments on Black racial identity
were derived from informal observations and conversations on subjects other than race.
3/05/04, 7th Grade Focus Group, Red and Mary Burgess
Red:

Reading is my favorite subject.

Me:

OK, cool. What’s your favorite book?

Red:

Maniac Magee.

Me:

What’s that about, somebody crazy?40

Everyone laughs….
Red:

It’s about someone who ran to put Blacks and Whites together, and he
made Blacks and Whites get along.

Me:

What do you think about all that? Like, Black people and White people
and Chinese people and all that stuff?

Red:

I think…well…I think we all should get along. We shouldn’t be separated
’cause our color of our skin.

Red’s contentment with being Black was expressed through the hope of the society
achieving racial harmony. She and LaShae both explained that their favorite book was
about the consolidation of people of different races. Informal observations confirmed this
sentiment as true. Red expressed the same thought in opposition to classmates who
supported racial separation. While many UMMS students blamed their poor grades on the

40

Not to be derogatory, I used the term “crazy” because earlier, Red had described herself as “crazy.”
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teacher’s perceived prejudice against Black people, Red did not use racism as an excuse
for academic failure.
3/05/04, Semi-Structured Interview, Red and Mary Burgess
Mary Burgess: Everybody not really worried about grades. They don’t look at our grades
like, “What you got, what you got?” They don’t! Like certain teachers,
like Ms. R, they want to see what you got in her class, they supervise her
grades.
Me:

Oh, they doing that cause they think she prejudice or something41?

Mary Burgess: Yeah!
Red:

But, everybody made a D, I made a C. And, when everybody made an F, I
made an A. So, she ain't prejudiced. They [students who made lower
grades] was like, “Man, how she made a C?” I was like “Man, cause y’all
just gotta work harder. She just give y’all a lot of work; y’all gotta do it!”
Well, I used to make a C, now when I get in her class, I do my work, I'll
make an A.

Red recounted her attempt at racial consolidation by actually asking students to examine
their own efforts to complete class work and not blame the teachers as a reason for low
grades. Red stated that she was happy with being Black, a happiness that was expressed
through her favorite book, knowledge of Black leaders, and refusal to join with her
classmates in blaming White teachers for low grades.
Angel also commented about students who earned purportedly undeserved grades
and blamed their teachers for their academic failure. Angel, like Red, explained that
students should be more responsible, rather than blaming White teachers for low grades.
3/9/04, Semi-Structured Interview, Angel
Angel:

Sometimes students think that the teachers don’t like them because they
were just in prejudice situations, when it’s really not.

Me:

(I laugh nervously) What is it then?

41

Earlier in the study, the participants mentioned that they felt this particular teacher was prejudiced. I was
reminding them of what they had already stated, not making this statement as a suggestion to them.
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Angel:

They think that they didn’t get a certain grade and it’s not even about that.
They have resentful [resentment] toward somebody and it’s their fault, it’s
partly their fault.

Angel did not look at racism for excuses for academic failure. She was content with her
Black racial identity and felt that other UMMS students should take responsibility for
their grades instead of placing blame on the teachers. In this mature way of accepting
responsibility for grades, and not “playing the race card,42” Angel demonstrated that she
was at the level of Internalization. Angel’s contentment in her Black racial identity was
expressed in a myriad of ways. She was bicultural and often mentioned her dual cultures
favorably. She explained that she did not see a reason for racism because we “are all
people” regardless of race or religion.
3/9/04, Semi-Structured Interview, Angel
Me:

What do you think about other cultures and other races? Stuff like that.

Angel:

I think it’s good. And, I think that it doesn’t really affect people like if
they have other religions and stuff, but they’re all people, you know? They
have the same feelings and I don’t think it makes us very different. But it
makes us all the same, but we’re just different races.

Me:

So, how do you feel about people with different…um religion, race?

Angel:

I just think that it’s fine ’cause I'm different and they’re different. It really
doesn’t affect me ’cause they’re still people, but they're the same or
whatever.

Angel’s consolidation was evident in her opinions about race and her family
configuration. Usually quiet, Angel became more vocal and forthright in her comments
on race, which supported her racial identity state of Internalization with a strong
multicultural worldview (Cross, 1978, 1991).

42

The term, “playing the race card,” is used to describe a Black person blaming perceived mistreatment
from White people on racism.
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3/9/04, Semi-Structured Interview, Angel
Me:

Do you consider yourself Jamaican?

Angel:

Half. Half American, half Jamaican. All the way Black, but it’s a
difference.

Me:

So, how does that affect you?

Angel:

A lot of people once they see me, they ask me a lot of questions - are you
from here or whatever? And, now sometimes people, they like it and they
want to be my friend so I can take them there [to Jamaica]. But, you know,
it really doesn’t affect me a lot. But, I guess it makes me different from
everybody else, and it makes me stand out a little, ‘cause everybody else is
just one color and I'm half something different.

While she was not colorblind (Lewis, Chesler, & Forman, 2000), and she was aware of
differences in religions and races, she felt that people were more similar than different.
Because of her bicultural identity, however, people did notice her physical features. Like
Tweety, people often asked her questions about her racial identity.
As with the other girls, Angel and her mother had similar views on race relations
and racial identity. Her mother felt that exposure to people of different races, a diverse
family configuration, and multicultural church affiliation contributed to Angel’s positive
racial identity.
3/10/04, Semi-Structured Interview, Angel’s Mother
Me:

What types of activities are you involved in that teach her about her race,
culture, or ethnicity?

Mother:

Too many activities! We are involved in the church; you know church
teaches you a lot of things. As far as race, I teach her about it all the time,
her Dad teaches her about it all the time. I teach her that everybody has to
love everybody. Nobody is different, no matter who you are. I just teach
her that everybody is God’s child. Even though people may get on you
sometimes, you may be annoyed, everything is not racial.

Me:

So her Dad teaches her stuff too?
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Mother:

Her Dad is Jamaican, man! He’s Jamaican, he teaches her! You know,
Jamaican people… they’re different. But, his family teaches her things,
too. They’re high standard people, but they teach her that you have to love
everybody because they have different ethnic people in their family, too.
His Grandmother is Chinese, and his Grandfather is half White -Portuguese, and Black. So, he has all that in him. That’s a mixed race.

Me:

So, does Angel ever talk about race?

Mother:

No, she doesn’t unless she’s really watching something on TV.

Me:

What type of discussions do you and Angel have about cultures and race?

Mother:

I know our people, and myself, you know…I don’t want her to be an
underachiever in life. They have this little episode on Little House on the
Prairie where this Black boy wanted to go to school so bad, but he had to
work! He couldn’t go to school. I tell her ‘Don’t do that, he wanted to do
something, you go to school, you make that your first priority in life!’ I
don’t want her to be an underachiever in anything; I want her to do best, as
far as she can. As for other people and cultures, I know she has a love in
her heart for other people. Sometimes she attends a mixed race church, so
I know that helps her.

As Angel’s mother elaborated, Angel, like Red, learned race related lessons from
television shows. She later explained that she minimized Angel’s exposure to negative
media images of Black women and would like Angel to emulate television characters
who were successful. As Boyd-Franklin and Franklin (2000) suggest, parent socialization
messages on race help to thwart media images which do not portray Black people in a
positive light. The contentment and consolidation levels that characterize Angel
resonated through her mother’s admonition to be non-judgmental about people based on
race. Aware that participation with multicultural outlets was key to Angel integrating
with people of various races, her mother worked to assure Angel had such experiences.
While interview data with Mary Burgess and Princess’ parents were not available,
observations of the family’s interactions provided insight into the racial socialization
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messages they provided. The parents of both girls encouraged questions and initiated
dialogue with the children about race.
Mary Burgess’ views on race mirrored those of her parents who expressed that
they wished everyone could be more agreeable. Mary Burgess, who was quite
opinionated and asked her parents questions when she did not understand race-related
issues, sought to learn more about Chinese people through her friendship with a student
on the cheerleading squad. One of three Chinese students at UMMS, she and Mary
Burgess openly discussed their opposing views on marriage, religion, and economics.
Despite significant differences in opinions, they were able to maintain a friendship and
spent time together on weekends. While she desired cross-cultural relationships, she
quickly defended against comments she felt were discriminatory against her because of
her race. She was also the most likely of the participants to be distrustful of White people.
Like Mary Burgess, Princess was interested in law and was quicker than the other
participants to address concerns she felt were racist. She attended a multicultural church
and both her parents were graduates of HBCU's and had strong opinions on racial
matters. They expressed the desire for racial consolidation, but openly discussed unfair
racial practices with Princess. They encouraged open dialogue about race relations and
engaged her in meaningful discussions on current events (Tatum, 2003). As the next
section details, of the six participants, perhaps because of their families’ willingness to
discuss race and racism, Mary Burgess and Princess were the most likely to question
racial practices in America and voice a lack of trust in White people.
Through expressions representative of contentment and consolidation, the
participants confirmed their level of racial identity, Internalization. LaShae had ‘different

212

colors in her family,’ enjoyed movies about cross-cultural friendships, and she preferred
romantic attractions to White males. Tweety was biracial and made it clear that she ‘can’t
be prejudiced’ because she had Black and White people in her family. Red simply stated
that she ‘likes her color,’ and her favorite book was about people of different races
getting along. Angel attended a multicultural church, had family members from diverse
races, and felt that people were essentially the same. Mary Burgess befriended an Asian
cheerleader with whom she had open discussions about differences in religion,
relationships, and family configuration. Princess attended a multicultural church and
showed interest in learning about the culinary practices of different cultures.
While the participants acknowledged that people were different in some aspects,
they also expressed that people were similar, regardless of race, and should be able to get
along. They accepted who they were as Black people and were comfortable with people
of different races. While they were content being Black, there were instances when they
questioned inequitable racial practices and challenges that occur in America. Most often,
these questions occurred in discussions of slavery, Jim Crow, and other historical
practices in which Black people in America were mistreated, described by Mary Burgess
as “flashbacks.” Through discussions of flashbacks, the participants expressed their
respective positions on race.
The Role of “Flashbacks:” Viewing Current Issues on Race Through a Historical Lens
5/6/04, Focus Group Interview, Seventh Grade Participants
Me:

How does slavery affect your lives?

Mary Burgess: Oh, big, big! ’Cause we will always look at White people
different. Have you ever seen any Black person really accept a White
person in their mind? You can go somewhere and you will see a White
person, but in the back of your mind you will be thinking…
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Tweety: (interrupting) What are you doing there?
Mary Burgess: Like, a White person! You will have this slavery flashback! POW!
White person!
Everyone laughs loudly.
Mary Burgess: I promise! You will always think that! Every Black person will
always think that, I promise.
Tweety: You will get along with them, but you will always…
Mary Burgess: (interrupting) You will! You will get along with them, but you will
have flashbacks. Constantly!
4/23/04, Informal Conversation, Black female teacher who entered college in 1963,
the first year the university accepted Black students
Black women always have to prove themselves. When my White co-worker stole
my idea and told the principal she had though of it, I was reminded of my college
days. I sat on the back of the bus to attend my all White university. In class, I was
isolated and had to work alone. They would have the study guides and not share
them with me. I found out later they actually had the test! White folks always
excluded me. I told my co-worker, ‘You are doing to me what White folks have
done throughout history. I thought you were different; better yet, I thought you
were my friend! What you did reminded me of why I never embrace people like
you!’
While the participants were at an Internalized state of Black racial identity
(McDermott & Spencer, 1996), and expressed contentment and consolidation in their
views on race, there were also instances when they expressed views that tinged on bias
toward Black people. Overwhelmingly, these comments related to historical events in
which the participants had no involvement. Similarly, when the veteran teacher discussed
flashbacks, her feelings on race were based in a context in which she experienced racism.
As the above conversations with thirteen year old Black female students and a sixty-two
year old Black female teacher parallel, Black people’s current views on race are often
situated in the history of racial segregation in the United States. According to Mary
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Burgess, Black people will always view White people through flashbacks from the past.
Similarly, the teacher maintained that she was suspicious of White people and refrained
from entering into relationships with them because of incidents that occurred in the past.
My own father once reminded me that I am only five generations from slavery,
and one generation from Jim Crow laws that placed Black people in a humiliating social
position and devastating economic conditions in the United States. He reminded me that
he grew up under those racially segregated laws and experienced extreme discrimination
such as the restricted use of water fountains and restrooms, and those which were
available were often broken or unsanitary. Further, the zoo and public library were only
available for Black families one day a week. After a trip to the site where Dr. Martin
Luther King, Jr. was assassinated – the National Civil Rights Museum in my hometown
of Memphis, Tennessee, I was reminded that these laws and injustices based on race did
not happen long ago. Admittedly, after seeing pictures of police abusing Black people
with water hoses and dogs attacking children, I had to confront my own feelings of
flashbacks.
Flashbacks is an appropriate term to describe the challenges the participants felt
regarding race when they juxtaposed current racial events to historical situations. At
UMMS, other students often expressed their racial views through the flashback
mechanism. During the time that my data were collected, the entire school was
completing an integrated curriculum on race relations. The sixth grade subject matter was
the Jewish Holocaust in Germany, and the seventh grade focus was slavery in the United
States. During one observation of a sixth grade class, the students looked at pictures from
the Holocaust during their leisure time. Two students compared this historical event to
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Black-on-Black crime43 while the teacher and I listened. These seemingly unrelated
events helped sixth grade students contextualize situations that they faced.
3/3/04, Informal Observation, Sixth Grade Social Studies Class
Black female student:
Ms. Clark! We’re not supposed to cry over that stuff!
That’s the past, and we gotta get over it! He keeps showing me those pictures like
I’m s’posed to do something. What I'm s’posed to do? Ain’t no used to mopin’
and cryin’! What I’m gon’ do, go in that book and get them?
Black male student:
But if a nigga get shot, then it’s cool. I mean, he shouldn’t
have done what he did. But them people, they didn’t do nothing! What if
somebody came in here and said, “OK, all y’all gon’ die!” That’s what they did to
them!
Black female student:
That’s the past and we way over that! I’m not gon’ jump in
the book to save them or nothin’!
Teacher:

Quiet! Get back to work.

These UMMS students compared two race-related situations, the Holocaust and Blackon-Black crime, for their perceived equity. The female student would like to “get over”
the Holocaust, while the male student attempted to keep that historical event in the
forefront of her thinking. He showed her graphic pictures of the Holocaust, situated the
Holocaust in current circumstances he felt she should be able to relate to and explained
the innocence of the victims of the Holocaust juxtaposed to the assumed guilt of Black
murder victims. Frustrated with his insistence, she repeated the importance of “getting’
over” the past, despite his explanation about how a flashback of a different situation with
a different race of people could have current implications. During this exchange, and in
their own vernacular and thought process, the students grappled with two difficult
societal ills.

43

“Black-on-Black” crime is crime committed by a Black against another Black person.
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Like the participants in the study, the male student experienced flashbacks as he
expressed the way the Holocaust affected him currently. Though he was not Jewish and
did not live during the Holocaust, he felt that if someone Black were murdered, it was
justified. He expressed that the Jewish people did not deserve to die. On the other hand,
he reflected messages portrayed in the media about Blacks and crime stating that Black
males were guilty and deserved to die when they were murdered. The teacher allowed
this assumption to go unexamined. Indeed, she chose not to engage this discussion at all
though she could have used it to help the two students better understand the Holocaust
and Black-on-Black crime. A teachable moment was lost when the teacher dismissed an
honest intellectual disagreement between the two students regarding important historical
and social events.
Through history lessons and current race related events, the participants linked
race to the past. Though they did not live through legal segregation, Jim Crow laws, or
the Civil Rights movement, they were aware of these events and became upset when they
thought about its impact on society and their lives. This is not to say that the participants
were unaffected by racism today, or that they did not understand racism. In fact, they felt
proud that Black people had overcome obstacles historical racism had put in place. When
contemplating various flashbacks, the participants exposed deeper feelings on race and
the way that past challenges are revealed currently.
3/08/04, Semi-Structured Interview, Princess
Me:

Princess, what is your favorite book?

Princess:
The Well, by Mildred D. Taylor. That was a good book. It had me in tears
almost ’cause it was referring back to slavery time and how if a White kid picked
on you, you couldn’t hit ’em back. I didn’t understand that at first, but when I
read the book it shows a clear understanding’ how you just can’t do such things in
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the old days….but still … you can do those things, but there’s a price you have to
pay, so it’s not really worth it though, so…
Me:

What's not really worth it?

Princess:
Hitting someone just because their race or just because they won’t do
anything for you. Because if they say “No,” you don’t have a right to go and hit
them. Then, you being’ a Black boy, you can’t hit them back, because they’ll
leave you hanging’ from a tree.
As Princess explained, she became emotional after experiencing flashbacks from reading
her favorite book. Princess further compared the situation in the “old days” to current
situations. As she stated, the only difference between then and now is that a Black kid
now has the right to fight back. While she was aware that the events in The Well occurred
in the past, she was able to contextualize those events and explained that even now there
were harsh, unfair repercussions, such as ‘hanging’ from a tree,’ when a Black boy got
involved in a fight with someone White. Like the sixth grade students at UMMS, she
compared past consequences of actions to current times.
Tweety’s flashback experiences affected her view of her biracial identity. While
she was content with who she was, at school, she experienced difficulties when her racial
identity was minimized or ignored (Ginwright, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 2004; Raby,
2004). Her biracial identity was often a subject of informal discussions. Tweety
experienced racism from a White teacher who assumed she was White and then lowered
her grades upon discovering that she was biracial. Another Black teacher categorized
Tweety’s race as “Blight,” a mixture of Black and White. While that comment can be
offensive, Tweety’s response was to laugh and claim that she likes this teasing because it
makes her feel special to have her own race.
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UMMS classmates and teachers alike attributed her skills in certain activities,
such as dancing, use of slang, and listening to rap music, to her “Black side.” Other
attributes, such as her acting ability, physical appearance, and bubbly, outgoing
personality were attributed to her “other half.” In spite of this apparent openness about
Tweety’s biracial makeup, teachers often side-stepped her questions about race in class.
During a classroom discussion about the Jim Crow era, Tweety asked how she would
have been treated, but question was ignored.
3/10/04, Classroom Observation, Tweety
English Teacher: During that time period, a young White person could address an older
Black male as boy or an older Black female as girl, or they could call them by
their first name. The Black person had to address a younger White boy or girl
with the title Mr. or Miss.
Tweety:

(Quietly, yet audibly) Well, what would they call me?

Classmates:

(laughing) Red!

The teacher did not reply and the class continued.
The students responded to her question with their usual jokes, but the teacher chose not to
respond. Through a flashback, Tweety attempted to view her identity and position as a
biracial citizen in the USA (Sadowski, 2003). She did not receive a reply from her
teacher, and she left the classroom with her question unanswered.
Mary Burgess felt that flashbacks had current relevance, but in some instances,
she still wanted to “get over” the past, as did the sixth grade girl looking at the Holocaust
pictures. During class, Mary Burgess wanted relevant information that would not only
provide her with insights about recent race related events, but would also assist her with
passing standardized tests. In this “a la carte” approach, she felt that education, including
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events about Black history, should have significant purpose. In her opinion, lessons on
slaves were irrelevant and, thus, unimportant.
2/14/04, Semi-Structured Interview, Mary Burgess
Mary Burgess: We should have debates in social studies and really all we do talk about is
racial stuff. It’s all about Louisiana and the slaves. We don’t never talk about
KKK, or anything else. We only talk about the slaves and the pain they had went
through, we don’t talk about all the other stuff we went through. We only talk
about what the slaves did, and I don’t think that’s gonna help us on the Iowa test.
Me:

So, the talk is about the past.

Mary Burgess: Yeah, and they need to help us with what’s goin’ on now.
The “a la carte” approach that Mary Burgess expressed in her view that school should
have relevance to everyday life and help students pass tests was shared by Tweety. She
felt that although Black people experience flashbacks, the focus of classroom lessons
should not be on the past.
5/6/04, Group Interview, Seventh Grade Participants
Mary Burgess: Mr. L is always talkin’ about slavery; that’s depressing! Talkin’ about
people gettin’ beat up, and how they bred slaves. Who wants to hear about
that every time on your day? That’s my time! We don’t want to talk about
that. We tell him we don’t want to talk about slavery, it’s depressing.
Me:

So, why y’all don’t want to learn about slavery?

Tweety:

We learn about it, but we don’t want to learn about it our whole life. I
know that we went through a lot of trials and tribulations, but that’s all
they talk about.

Tweety, like Mary Burgess, would like for Black history lessons to incorporate more
current events, and more information about progress instead of the constant focus on
“trials and tribulations.” While they did not want to learn about slavery during school
because it was depressing, Princess explained that during such lessons, flashback feelings
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surfaced. The following excerpt showed the sixth grade participants’ view of race which
also surfaced as a result of flashbacks, during Black history month.
6/18/04, Group Interview, Sixth Grade Participants
Princess:

I don’t hate a race, but I feel disconnected to the White race during Black
history month because all those meanings come back to you. You feel like,
how would you do something’ like that ’cause you’re [I’m] not White, you
know? I feel that when Black history month comes.

LaShae:

All that comes back to you.

Princess:

Yeah, and you don’t want to, but you feel in you like it’s still goin’ on
now.

Me:

Is it still going on now?

Princess:

Some places, I hear, I’m not sure, some places.

LaShae:

In a different country.

Princess:

Yeah, in some states it’s still racist.

Angel:

Not all White people.
During that interview, the participants grappled with the current condition of race

in the USA, saying that racism might occur elsewhere. Princess and LaShae expressed
internal conflicts with racism and were aware that racism still exists somewhere. Angel
was persistent in her resolve that not all White people are racist. Her experiences with
flashbacks were mediated by her knowledge that contemporary times are different.
5/23/04, Semi-Structured Interview, Angel
Me:

Do you know anything about prejudice?

Angel:

Yeah, at school we were talking about the Holocaust and stuff like that,
and prejudice and stuff and things like that.

Me:

What did you think of it?
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Angel:

I didn’t. I didn’t know that people could be treated that bad. An’ actually
they were treated worse than slaves were, but, you know, it was kind of
sad to me, that you could do such a thing. An’, then, I was kind of happy
that I was born in this time ’cause it’s way easier now than it was then.

Angel’s comparison of slavery to the Holocaust was similar to the sixth graders
comparison of Black on Black crime. As Angel explained, she was glad that she lives
now because her life is easier than it would have been in the past. Initially, she placed
prejudice in a historical context; yet, she was later able to articulate a time when she felt
she was ignored because of her “difference.”
5/23/04, Semi-Structured Interview, Angel
Me:

Have you seen any prejudice?

Angel:

Yeah. People, they have an attitude an’ then don’t give you any help or
whatever. An’, you know, just blow you off an’ just walk away, an’ ignore
you and stuff. They treat you bad, because you're different.

At another time, Angel expressed her desire for consolidation among people of different
races, though she experienced unfair treatment by people of another race. Still, in a very
mature manner, she did not allow the prejudice of others to affect her opinion on race
relations.
Similar to Angel, Mary Burgess was also glad to live in current times instead of
during a time of greater oppression. In a flashback moment, she expressed happiness
about progress made by Black people.
7/23/04, Group Interview, Seventh Grade Participants
Me:

How do you feel about being who you are?

Mary Burgess: I feel proud that I can just wake up an’ be proud of my color an’ that I
don’t have to go to a certain place that’s separate but equal for just Black
people. I’m just happy that our heritage stood up for what was right
instead of what was wrong an’ that we can now fight for our rights an’
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look back on the Civil Rights movement an’ think about what happened
an’ how we changed it!
While the participants expressed views on race through a historical lens, with
equal fervency they expressed the desire to “get over” the past. Though not wanting to
forget that Black people had been through difficulties such as slavery, Jim Crow laws,
and racism, they also did not wish to focus attention on those events. Mary Burgess
learned about Emmitt Till44 not from a classroom lesson, but after hearing a song by rap
artist Kanye West (2003) who, in his own flashback, compared his disfigured face after a
car accident to Till’s face after his murder. To her credit, upon hearing the song, Mary
Burgess took it upon herself to find out more about Till. Despite the manner in which she
initiated knowledge on Till, in social studies class she preferred to forego lessons on
slavery and learn the information she felt she needed to pass next year’s high stakes tests.
As expressed in both the sixth and seventh grade focus group interviews, the
participants felt they were privileged to be Black due to the progress and
accomplishments of the race despite oppression. Sometimes their feelings about race
were challenged when they considered the past, but overall, they preferred not to dwell
on slavery or oppression, unless they were compelled to through flashbacks.
“Acting White” and “Silence” Revisited
While the participants experienced flashbacks and questioned racial events in the
USA, they were appreciative of changes which society had undergone. They were able to
make comparisons between current and historical times; with pride they would identify
progress made by Black people despite racism, Jim Crow laws, segregation, and

44

Emmitt Till was a fourteen-year-old Black boy who was killed after he whistled at a White woman. He
was beaten and tortured, and his face was so disfigured that he was unrecognizable. At his funeral, his
Mother left the casket open, and displayed his picture on the cover of Jet magazine.
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oppression. Described in each of the focus group interviews and summarized by their
physical education teacher, the results of this study suggest that the participants did not
experience as much dehumanization as Black people have in the past.
Since the 1980’s when the theory of acting White was introduced to the
educational research community, society has become more multicultural. Noting that
many teenagers, including the participants in this study, gleaned messages from media,
changes in music and television images impact their views on race (Arnett, 1996; Larson,
1996). Since the 1980’s, Black entertainers such as Michael Jackson and En Vogue have
written famous songs such as “Black or White,” “We are the World,” and “Free Your
Mind” that speak directly to the problems of racism and society. Likewise, television
portrayals of race relations and images of Black people have changed. The Cosby Show,
for example, portrayed a successful, married Black couple with children who were also
high achievers. Music television videos, MTV, became accessible to youth. In an
unprecedented move by a rap group and a rock group, Run DMC and Aerosmith
collaborated on the song “Walk this Way.” The video centered on the importance of
people being able to understand each other despite musical preferences and racial
differences. Another instance of desire for racial consolidation occurred after Rodney
King was arrested and the abuse he suffered by police officers in Los Angeles was
televised across the nation. In the violent aftermath, he made an enduring statement for
racial consolidation that many Black people often repeat, “Can we all just get along!”
The design of the present study was partly influenced by the Fordham and Ogbu
(1986) study in which charges of acting White first emerged as one of the pressures
Black students faced. More recent studies suggest that this pressure has been substantially
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mitigated. Participants in ethnographic studies conducted by Hemmings (1998), Hubbard
(1999), Reis and Diaz (1999), and the present study did not grapple with pressures to fail
academically at the expense of their immediate and future goals to be considered by peers
as remaining true to their culture. The participants in the present study did not describe
peer taunts that they were acting White when they received high grades. Likewise,
perceptions that they might be accused of acting White were not consistent with their
experiences nor were they reflected in their views on race. Profoundly different from the
descriptions of acting White in the Fordham and Ogbu study, academic success and
achievement for participants in study reported here were counterbalanced by considerable
effort put into being cool so as to escape being perceived as nerdy.
As Chapter Five details, the participants wanted to be smart, but they did not want
to be nerds. Each wanted an identity which fully captured their attributes, academic,
social, and athletic. Their desire was not to be any race other than Black, or in Tweety’s
case, not to be racially categorized. Throughout data collection, there was not a single
incident when any of the participants expressed the desire to be White or placed the
Black race in an inferior position relative to other races. When the participants were
asked about specific behaviors they felt were akin to acting White, they made references
to Mary Burgess and Tweety’s behavior during drama class when the girls intentionally
changed their voice and demeanor to fit the race of the character they portraying. They
described and exhibited speech patterns, clothing, and behaviors that they felt depicted
those of White people, but gave no evidence of a desire to become White or a belief that
Black people who succeeded wanted to be White. Again, people who were known at
school solely for their academic achievement were described as nerds, not as acting
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White. After a discussion of acting White, Red summarized the participants’ views
saying, “They [White kids] do the same stuff Black people do.”
Another difference between the girls participating this study and those who
participated in Fordham’s (1993) study is the enactment of a “silent” demeanor. Fordham
found that some Black, academically successful, female students adopted gender specific
manifestation of acting White which she termed “silence.” To explore the issues of
silence with the participants in my study, I asked them near the conclusion of data
collection, “What would you like America to know about you?’ Many of them took the
opportunity to candidly answer this question, providing affirming statements about
themselves. These responses, coupled with the actions of the participants, again indicate
that acting White and silence were not pressures with which these girls grappled.
Strength in Their Silence: Quiet Girls Loudly Proclaim Their Identities
In designing the study, I defined the participants as “loud,” even though I had yet
to meet them. They were loud, according to past studies, because they each had a positive
racial identification and a high GPA. The combination of these distinctions was a marker
that demonstrated their “loudness.” Three of the participants, however, were not vocally
loud nor did they exhibit behaviors designed to make them stand out in class or at school.
What emerged from the study was their consistently quiet demeanors. Still, they took
forceful stances against injustice and maintained their integrity and sense of self. That is,
they were quiet but strong. In fact, as evidenced in this study, there was strength in their
silence. Interestingly, these three quiet participants, Red, Angel, and LaShae, had
identical mean RIAS-B scores, 3.44.
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Red was an avid basketball player who was often mistaken as male, but did not
alter her style to appear more feminine. She laughed when people, including adults
mistook her for a boy. Despite the fact that many of her classmates told me they wanted
to be in the study, Red resisted full participation until she decided to be involved. Though
some of her UMMS classmates in the traditional academic program did not aspire to
academic success, Red maintained that she worked diligently to excel in school and
intended to pass the high stakes exam the following year. In a particular class in which
students felt the teacher was prejudiced and as a consequence refused to complete
assignments as a means of rebellion, Red did not join her peers. Rather, she earned a C
while the other students earned F’s. A very private person, Red shrugged her shoulders
and replied, “I don’t know,” when asked what she would want America to know about
her. Though Red was quiet at school, it took considerable strength to maintain an identity
that was different from gender norms, to participate in a research study on her own terms,
to complete schoolwork when classmates refuse to, and stand up for a teacher that other
students disliked.
Angel portrayed the quietest demeanor of the six girls, yet she was confident that
she would succeed despite her feelings that America might attempt to make her to be
someone whom she is not. Angel became very vocal and defensive in the final semistructured interview when asked what she would want people in America to know about
her. She responded,
I'm gonna be me and anything that you try, I'm still Angel! That just because I’m
little and I’m small that I still have a mind, a voice -- my opinion counts!
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In the same way that the louder girls owned the hallways and navigated UMMS terrain
with confidence and ease, so did Angel. Taking brisk strides, she was confident enough
to walk alone and forego hallway discussions on the latest news. Often she left me behind
when I talked to her classmates during the change of classes (Cousins, 1999).
Uncharacteristic of many adolescents, Angel repeatedly defended classmates that her
friends defined as nerds (Goto, 1997; Wortham, 2004). During class she snatched her
home decorating magazine from a classmate in the traditional academic program who
teased her about her immature choice of reading materials.
As the above examples highlight, Angel was strong despite her quiet manner. She
was firm in her beliefs about arriving to class on time, defending “nerds,” and even
defending herself when other students attempted to harass her. She felt that America
needed to help Black girls and, to
give them more rights and more decisions, more choice, help to get them off the
street, and get them into school. Talk to them, make them see that they're still
someone and they can still do something, even though they're Black. And tell
them that they still have choices.
LaShae, too, displayed an inner strength despite her outwardly quiet demeanor.
While many adolescent girls are concerned with their body image and weight (Duke,
2000), LaShae did not let such concerns deter her from participating in physical
activities. She was overweight, but danced for her church and in a community dance
troupe, though her mother pressed her to make other choices. Eventually, LaShae’s
mother conceded, realizing that LaShae would not let her size stop her from attaining a
goal. While LaShae was very quiet in class and was initially shy with me, she was highly
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opinionated and witty when she was with her friends. Although sometimes her classmates
and teachers literally did not know her, she was happy with her choice of friends and did
not alter her personality to become friends with the more popular students who got into
trouble. She did not misbehave though she once claimed that she wanted people to know
that she could be “bad.” Weighing the consequences, she subdued that “bad side” until
she was in private conversations with friends where she would laugh, talk, and joke with
ease (AAUW, 1996). When asked what she would like America to know about her, she
responded, “I am funny. I have high expectations. I like to talk, and I like to help people
in any way that I can.”
Findings from the present study stand in contrast to Fordham’s (1993) report that
Black female students who achieve academically were silenced within the school,
overlooked, ignored, and often minimized. The silent girls in Fordham’s study appeared
weak and somewhat defeated by the pressure they felt to choose between academic
success and positive racial identity. For students in the present study, making such a
difficult choice was unnecessary.
Red, Angel, and LaShae were quiet, but not silent. They created their own space
and maintained their identity, beliefs, and goals. Had they been participants in Fordham’s
study, observations of their school behavior might have appeared consistent with that of
silent girls who were characterized by peers as acting White; however, prolonged
engagement with Red, Angel, and LaShae provided ample evidence that these girls were
quiet, but neither silent nor weak. To the contrary, Angel felt her quietness was a
personality asset. Red’s private nature allowed her to adhere to her academic goals when
her peers rebelled against the assignments of a disliked teacher. LaShae wanted people to
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know she was talkative when she was with friends. Unlike Fordham’s participants, these
quiet girls did not feel pressure to deny their academic abilities to be socially accepted.
Each had positive relationships with a circle of friends and was able to maintain her
personal values in the face of peer pressure to conform.
The Vocal Conformists to the Social Standards
In contrast to the quiet girls, the vocal participants were both more popular and
more likely to succumb to peer pressure to maintain a strong adherence to UMMS norms
for coolness, such as joking at inappropriate times and allowing other classmates to
influence their behavior. Though they had high GPAs and RIAS-B scores, by their own
admittance, they could have earned higher GPAs were it not for the influence of their
peers. Tweety, Princess, and Mary Burgess, each popular, outgoing, and highly
influential, were also more susceptible to peer pressure than the quiet participants. At the
same time, their choices did not involve a denial of their intellectual ability to maintain
their racial identity.
Tweety vacillated between independence and adherence to group norms. As she
explained, her classmates “expect her to be loud.” She was usually forthright in her
opinions and actions, yet she admitted that she could have been enrolled in the UMMS
magnet program. Whether her choice to remain in the traditional academic program was
influenced by her peers was uncertain, yet she spoke unfavorably about magnet students,
describing them as “ugly” and “nerds.” Almost always an advocate for people who were
less fortunate than she, her opinions on the magnet students were atypical and may have
functioned as a defense mechanism regarding her choice. More typical of her value
system, Tweety wanted America to know about her success. She explained,
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I am outgoing and I’m artistic, and I’m gonna be successful! I’m gonna make it in
life and everything! I’m not on drugs and doin’ all that stuff that you see on TV
and what you see other people doing’! I'm successful right now. That’s how I see
it! I'm a live my life by how I want it, and not by other people, how they want it to
be!
Though that statement highlights the fact that she was individualistic, Tweety’s opinions
about the magnet program and students hinted at an adherence to peer norms involving
denigrating the magnet program to maintain social acceptance.
Princess was enrolled in the magnet program and flourished as a popular student
at UMMS. She made her presence known to her classmates and teachers, yet she
admitted apprehension about participation in the magnet program because of the negative
opinions of the traditional students. To counter these opinions, she became involved in
“bringing herself up” so she could be part of the cool world at UMMS. While it worked
for her, she acknowledged the difficulty of maintaining her popularity and described the
social structure as “not always good.” As a self-proclaimed comedian, she was always
“on show” and was aware of the hard work needed to remain a superstar. Yet, she did the
necessary work to maintain her prominence.
Mary Burgess was also popular, outgoing, and actively involved in various social
and athletic programs at UMMS. Like Tweety, she claimed that she could be in the
magnet program, but chose not to. Though she was individualistic in some respects, Mary
Burgess admitted to having “back up plans” to be known by and popular with her
classmates. Her back up plans included acting, sports, and rapping instead of making
good grades. The concern of a teacher enabled her to realign her priorities and forego
rapping. She was outspoken and opinionated in many respects such as her choice of
unpopular shoes, which her peers disregarded, saying “That’s just Mary Burgess.”
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Nonetheless, she complied with student norms for social acceptability, including getting
involved in arguments and fights even when she disagreed. She wanted America to know
that she is going to be who she wants to be and nobody will stop her.
Though Tweety, Princess, and Mary Burgess were more conformist socially than
the quiet participants, these girls asserted that they would speak their mind regardless of
the consequences. They were more vocal than the quieter participants, and they took it
upon themselves to take a stand for injustice, even when they were not involved. Their
ability and zeal to speak their mind was fitting with their personalities, which they
described as “loud or outgoing.” Because of their sense of individuality, they demanded,
and received respect from adults and students. The following excerpts demonstrate their
fervent claim that it is important for them to receive respect.
Tweety: This is me! If you want respect, give me respect. If you don’t show me respect,
then it’s all over! I don’t like to be run over! If you don’t want people to do
something to you that you don’t like, don’t do to people what they don’t like,
that’s how I am, so that’s how I act at school. That’s why everybody likes me
’cause I stay to myself and I treat everybody like how they want to be treated and
how I want to be treated. That’s how I am!
Princess: I don’t like anyone disrespecting me, and not anyone else, because if I see you
disrespecting this person, I’m gonna jump in and, you know, help that person out.
Mary Burgess: I’m the kind of person who really does speak my mind about something,
even to teachers. If I don’t really agree with what you’re doing, I really would
speak my mind. Even if you are a very important person in the world, I would
speak my mind about it if you’re doing something that’s very wrong.
Though Tweety, Princess, and Mary Burgess were the more vocal participants
and appeared on the surface to be independent, they were actually deeply influenced by
the social norms of UMMS. They each asserted their loudness, claiming to speak their
mind, maintain their individuality, and be their own unique person. Nonetheless, unlike
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the quiet participants, they conformed to UMMS norms of popularity and high social
status to which they aspired while admitting the system was flawed.
Twenty years earlier, at the time of Fordham’s study, Tweety, Princess, and Mary
Burgess might have allowed their grades to suffer in deference to race based norms of
identity. Though their level of racial identity might have been high, their grade point
averages likely would not have been. The girls in the present study suggest that sanctions
from the Black community might be giving way to new norms that support strong racial
pride and academic success. Admittedly, the participants could have had higher grades,
but acting White is not a viable explanation for any academic achievement shortfalls.
The participants were concerned about social status, not based on adherence to
expectations of a particular race, but based on a sense of identity which included, but
neither highlighted nor isolated, academics.
For the Fun of It
As Mary Burgess described, being Black as “Fun!” She later explained that she
enjoyed Black people’s ability to entertain, make jokes, and dance. As this chapter on
race concludes, a significant phone conversation with the sixth grade participants is
apropos. My attempts to channel the jokes into a more serious discussion on race were
met with laughter because, as described at the beginning of the chapter, the participants
did not often discuss race.
6/24/04 Three-way Phone conversation with Princess, LaShae, and Angel
LaShae:

Ms. Clark, what's Afghanistan’s state bird?

Me:

(uncertainly) The what darling?

Princess:

The state bird!
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Me:

Um…I'm not sure.

LaShae:

A duck.

Princess:

A duck! Get it, when you over there, you have to duck from all that
shooting!

The girls laugh…
LaShae:

What's their favorite flavor coffee?

Me:

Um…mocha?

LaShae:

NO! Osama bin latte!!!!

The girls laugh again…
Me:

What do you think about them?

Princess:

The what?

Me:

The people, the ones in Afghanistan?

Princess and LaShae: They straight! They cool!
Princess:

Yeah, they be having’ all the hair supplies and stuff, you know? The
beauty supply stores. Them and the Chinese.

LaShae:

Dude, you must have been to Afghanistan or something?

Princess:

No! I'm talking about here in the United States! They own all them stores.

LaShae:

Oh yeah! And [she names a store]!

Princess:

But, they don’ give no refunds! (mock Chinese accent) ‘No refunds here!’

LaShae:

Well, anyway, my favorite one is how many paws does a bear have?

Me:

Um….two?

LaShae:

No, one paw and one maw!

Everyone laughs…
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Chapter Conclusion
Many studies on racial identity of adolescents focus either on results from racial
identity scales or on ethnographic interviews. Few mix these methods, although such
studies providing multiple sources of data (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Tashakkori &
Teddlie, 1998; Wong & Rowley, 2001) would strengthen knowledge in the area. In this
study, racial identity was initially measured through results on the RIAS-B indicating that
participants were at the level of Internalization. This finding was further examined
through ethnographic data collection. Through these means, the participants’ feelings on
race were elucidated. Each participant was at the level of Internalization which is
characterized by an inner sense of peace, security, and self-confidence and having a calm,
secure demeanor about race rather than conflicted emotions, tension, and defensiveness.
There was a psychological openness to people of other races displayed by these girls, and
a general absence of anti-White feelings. Although still using Black as a primary
reference group, people in this stage of racial identity have a pluralistic, nonracist
perspective (Parham, 1989).
Despite the participants’ positive racial identity and pride in being Black, it was
often difficult to garner opinions on race through semi-structured interviews and direct
questions. Their quiet responses suggested initial feelings of contentment and
consolidation, but their informal discussions, reactions to songs and movies, and personal
experiences with race-related events uncovered significant feelings on race. Each girl was
proud of who they were as Black people and felt that everyone should get along. Further
data collection through interviews with their parents supported this understanding of the
participants’ views. LaShae, Tweety, and Angel saw consolidation modeled naturally in
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their respective families. Learning through example, these girls came to the sense that
people of different cultures had value. In contrast to expressions of contentment and
consolidation, the participants also acknowledged the existence of racism, its current
effect on society, and their experiences with “flashbacks.” When reflecting on race and
positions of Black people in America, they often contextualized their feelings in past
experiences.
Internalization does not deny the existence of racism, nor does it adhere to a
colorblind race theory. In fact, it is a mature state of reflection on race (McDermott &
Spencer, 1996). While the participants’ views on race mirrored those of their parents and
guardians, they also had experiences, opinions, and vantage points of their own that have
value and deserve acknowledgment as they constructed their views on race. Their
flashback experiences provided a context for comparison and examination of historical
race related events. Finally, the participants’ combinations of RIAS-B results and
academic achievement counter findings from Fordham and Ogbu’s (1986) study
regarding acting White and silence. These Black female students have a positive view of
their race and they are academically successful. The following table summarizes findings
from this study on racial identity.
Table 5: Descriptions and Explanation of Findings on Racial Identity
Descriptions
Internalization

Contentment

Explanations
The participants’ RIAS-B scores reflected a
peace about racial identity with a
multicultural worldview. The ethnography
data support this finding.
The participants expressed a sense of peace
with who they were as Black people.
Accordingly, they did not feel the need to
discuss race in-depth.
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Table 5 Continued
Consolidation

Parent Socialization
Messages

“Flashbacks”

The participants wished for more harmonious
race relations in America, and felt that people
should not be divided by racial differences.
The participants’ parents/guardians expressed
views of consolidation and contentment
which the girls also expressed and perhaps
mirrored.
The participants questioned unjust historical
racial practices in America, particularly
during Black history month, or when they
were exposed to information about
segregation.

The focus of this chapter, racial identity among Black female students described
the participants’ feelings about their race. Table Five provides descriptions and
explanations of the study’s findings. Chapter Seven, the conclusion, discusses
educational implications of the study on education and race in the lives of successful
Black female students, briefly summarizes the results of the study, and offers suggestions
for future research.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
AMERICA, WE’RE COMING FOR YOU!
7/23/04 Final Focus Group Interview: Tweety, Mary Burgess, and Red
Mary Burgess: See, I feel that I'm very happy who I am, how I have grown up to
be. I don’t feel like anybody else influences me but myself. I feel
like I’m my own person. I know what's wrong and what’s right
without thinking twice. I'm just happy that I’m my own person and
that I know who I am! You know, ’cause some people really don’t
know who they really are, and they find out who they are at an
older age.
Me:

Who are you?

Mary Burgess: (loudly) I AM Mary Burgess!
Me:

What do you want America to know?

Mary Burgess: I want America to know that… (She pauses, looks straight into the
camera I am holding and points her finger.) I’m coming for you!
Me, Tweety, and Red: WHOA!!!!
Chapter Overview
During the final interviews, the participants offered compelling thoughts in
response to the question, “What would you want America to know about you.” As
discussed in Chapter Six, they took the opportunity to discuss their futures and share their
concerns about potential obstacles they might face. Each of the girls had goals and
dreams to which they aspired and was also aware of circumstances that could obstruct
their success if they did not persist in their aspirations. Mary Burgess’ response, “I’m
coming for you!” resonates as the definitive summation of the participants’ experiences.
While I knew she meant no disrespect, at that moment when she spoke so firmly to the
camera, I knew I stood proxy for America and anybody who would stop her from
becoming who she wanted to become. As this dissertation concludes, it is helpful to
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highlight the above response of Mary Burgess as a culmination of what I learned through
the privilege of being permitted to engage with these girls over the eight months of data
collection.
The chapter provides a concise summation of the educational implications of the
study, including recommendations for future research, and my personal growth through
this study. Indeed, I conclude the chapter with reflections on my own experiences that led
to the development of this study.
The goal of this dissertation was to uncover the “secrets for success” of Black
female students educated in an urban middle school. Other studies that highlight
successful Black students contributed substantially to the evolution of my thought
processes and influenced the formulation and design of the study (Cousins, 1999; FloresGonzales, 1999; Hemmings, 1996; Hubbard, 1999; O’Connor, 1999; Reis & Diaz, 1999).
Like those studies, this research has implications for theory and practice related to
fostering academic success and a positive racial identity in Black female students. The
questions which led the study are: (1) To what experiences and/or life circumstances do
Black, academically successful, female students attribute their academic success? (2) To
what experiences and/or life circumstances do these students attribute their positive racial
identity? (3) What specific experiences and/or life circumstances of these students can be
observed in their home, community, and school that appear to contribute to academic
success and positive racial identity? The following section discusses how the findings of
the study contribute to the literature on academic success for Black female middle school
students.
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Academic Success
Chapter Five highlighted findings related to academic success among the Black
female participants. As that chapter detailed, the participants existed in school worlds and
cool worlds to facilitate an identity which incorporated academic success and social
involvement. During focus group interviews, both the sixth and seventh grade
participants admitted the difficulties that attended being smart and popular. Some of these
difficulties centered on the UMMS magnet program which brought significant divisions
among the students. LeTendre (2003) cautions that scho1ols be careful that such
academic distinctions do not bring unhealthy social effects for students, a caution either
not considered by the professional staff at UMMS or responded to with little success.
When schools offer programs that divide students academically, there is potential for
hostility. As this study highlighted, students refrain from enrolling in magnet programs
when there is a social stigma attached, despite their ability to compete successfully.
According to Noguera (2003), many Black students experience success in both
academic and social worlds by adopting multiple identities. Accordingly, the participants
stressed the importance of maintaining such identities. To be popular and smart, the girls
sought an balance of their identities and celebrated their academic, sports, and
extracurricular achievements within school. To emphasize academics over the other areas
was socially detrimental in the view of these middle school students; the risk of being
isolated or ignored by their peers was salient. Thus, while their views of success included
academic accomplishments, they had a more comprehensive view that embraced the
totality of who they were and did not isolate or highlight their grades over other
important accomplishments.
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As Nakkula (2003) suggests, it is especially important for adolescents to have
opportunities to invest their energies positively in a variety of pursuits, both academic
and extracurricular. Middle school students’ involvement with hobbies and
extracurricular activities are essential, and these non-academic outlets facilitate academic
achievement. Nieto (2000) agrees, noting that middle school students are involved in
activities outside of school that build leadership, character, and other traits which
contribute to academic achievement. These participants consciously worked to maintain a
balance between their social and academic identities. They made good grades, did well in
school, and also made significant accomplishments with sports, family, and community
involvement. Non-school and school activities that did not focus on academics were
instrumental in the development of the participants’ well-rounded identities (AAUW,
1996; Nieto, 2000).
Because of their many non-academic experiences and the support of their
respective family, each girl created future goals and made plans to attain these goals
which affected their academic choices. While this adherence to a goal is admirable, in
school, the girls’ did not always make wise choices about the important of learning. In
Chapter Five, a discussion of the a la carte approach to education adopted by the girls
permitted them to allow their grades to suffer in subjects they disliked. By approaching
school in an a la carte manner, the participants chose what they believed was essential to
their immediate and future goals. To facilitate interest in subject matter where students
show little effort, teachers might have made connections to potential careers, but this was
not done. As Nakkula (2003) suggests, activities that are most influential to adolescent
development are those in which they are most invested, receive the most gratification,
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and get meaningful reinforcement. Further, Galley’s (2003) research indicates that
knowledge and learning should have a tangible benefit because middle school students
tailor their academic and non-academic activities around their personal needs.
Findings from this study are consistent with prior research about academic
achievement among black female middle school students (Galley, 2003; Nakkula, 2000,
2003; Noguera 2003). Participation in extracurricular and community activities provides
opportunities for students to experience success in multiple realms. Important to their
social development, they should be able to express multiple identities in school. Further,
they should have the opportunities for an equalization of their academic and
extracurricular identities because they desire to display a more comprehensive view of
who they are. Finally, some Black academically successful students begin choosing in
which subjects they will excel based on their future goals. When learning is tangible, it is
more meaningful to because of the growing realization of what they aspire to be.
Racial Identity
The experiences and views of the participants who are defined as successful
because of their level of racial identity, Internalization (Cross, 1978) was the focus of
Chapter Six. Sufficient research exists to posit that it is healthy for students to have a
positive view of their race and of people from other races. As research indicates, if more
students had a positive racial identity, the entire school environment would be more
conducive to learning and more productive. Because of the overwhelmingly positive
effects of a healthy Black racial identity, schools should provide all students with
experiences that contribute to increased knowledge of themselves and people of other
cultures (Appelbaum, 2002).
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The participants in this study exhibited views on racial identity that mirrored
those of their parents and guardians, reinforcing findings reported by Miller (1999) who
wrote about the importance of positive racial socialization messages Black children
receive from the home. The views of my girls, described as contentment and
consolidation, support positive views about who they are as Black people and the desire
for people to get along, irrespective of race. Findings in this study confirm prior research
which indicates that adolescents duplicate racial views learned at home (Constantine &
Blackmon, 2002; Miller, 1999; Stevenson, 1995). Given the consonance of parents and
their children’s views of race, schools might consider including parents in multicultural
education efforts.
Notwithstanding the consolidation messages the girls achieved regarding their
racial identity, the participants understood the barriers they faced because of their race.
They were not ignorant of the racism, challenges, stereotypes, and minimizing that
occurs; rather they chose not to dwell on these obstacles. As Mary Burgess reflected
more deeply about these challenges, she described feelings of flashbacks which
contextualize current racial views in response to historical events. When the girls felt they
were being challenged because of their race, strong emotions surfaced as they questioned
race related practices in the USA. Consistent with the concept of Internalization, such
feelings did not undermine the desire for cross-cultural relationships; rather, they began
to examine racism and its negative effect on society as a whole (Cross, 1978; 1991).
The theories of acting White and silence were not supported in this study. Neither
the participants nor their classmates described academic achievement as a Whites-only
principle. The participants strongly adhered to their individualized goals of success and
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did not wish to be White nor did they feel that Black people who succeed were acting like
White people. The opinions and experiences of these girls are important indicators that
change is underway in the Black community in particular and in the larger society
regarding education as an entrée to economic success regardless of race or ethnicity.
The findings of this study are at variance with the Fordham and Ogbu (1986)
study regarding silence as a necessary mechanism for Black girls to succeed
academically. My girls who were quiet exhibited strength in multiple ways. Their quiet
demeanor should not be confused with weakness or acting White. They adhered to
personal goals despite peer pressure and stood firm in their beliefs. These girls were
proud to be Black and asserted affirming statements about progress Black people have
made despite oppression.
At the same time, many adults at UMMS were not comfortable with racial issues.
Though there were school wide efforts at UMMS to educate students about historical race
related events, teachers typically side-stepped current issues raised by students. Tweety’s
non-confrontational attempts to assert her biracial identity were repeatedly ignored.
Instead of teachers using her questions as an occasion to expound on biracial identity,
they ignored here comments and continued with the lesson. Tweety was not the only
student who was ignored when she made a statement regarding race, the sixth graders
who discussed the Holocaust in the context of Black on Black crime were also silenced
by their teacher. For teachers to display their own discomfort with race related topics
provides an inadequate role model for adolescents who as a matter of maturational stage
wrestle with identity development in general as well as in specific areas. A faux
multicultural curriculum does not meet the developmental needs of middle school
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students. For students to explore their identity in a supportive environment, as middle
school is supposed to provide, students should be able to express their personal feelings
on racial views. Further, teachers should be willing to meet the students’ individualized
needs beyond the curriculum within the multicultural framework. A response to direct
questions could reinforce students’ feelings of importance and benefit the curriculum by
adding relevance and authenticity (Morrison & Bordere, 2001). Indeed, Tatum (2003)
suggests that students’ questions and comments on race should not be ignored, but
viewed as an opportunity to cultivate a more meaningful and empowering dialogue on
race.
The positive effects of a healthy racial identity on adolescents’ well being
bespeaks the importance of creating activities that foster positive racial views not only for
individuals, but also for the benefit of all the students in the school. The findings on racial
identity indicate a need for a comprehensive multicultural curriculum that is open to the
comments and suggestions of the students served (Appelbaum, 2002; Morrison &
Bordere, 2001; Tatum, 2003). Additionally, because many adolescents duplicate their
parents’ racial views, to cultivate a positive racial identity with students, I recommend
that parents be invited to participate in shaping a multicultural education. When
adolescents have a positive racial identity, their feelings on race relations reflect a
multicultural worldview. They have a more accommodating view of themselves and of
people from other races. Black adolescents who are at the level of Internalization have a
sense of inner peace and security about their racial identity which broadens their views.
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Why Are They Successful?
In writing these conclusions, I revisited the reasons that these girls were
successful. Red, Angel, and LaShae were “quiet” girls, yet they were “loud” in their own
ways, asserting their individuality and resisting peer pressures for conformity that
characterized student life at UMMS. Sharing the same RIAS-B score and similar
demeanors, these girls would not be considered “loud” from outward appearances. Red
maintained the minimum GPA to remain in sports. Angel made good grades because she
was smart and respectful. LaShae made good grades but wanted adults to believe she was
bad. Mary Burgess, Princess, and Tweety were “loud” in the conventional sense, but their
loudness concealed unearned good grades. Mary Burgess barely passed the previous
school year and would have failed had it not been for the intervention of four teachers.
Princess’ standardized test scores indicated a much lower national percentile ranking than
her classroom grades indicated. Tweety knew that she must be an “angel” and “cocky” to
receive good grades. These girls had different experiences, some which might did not fit
the description of success by mainstream standards. Therefore, after reading this study,
someone might ask - Why were these girls successful?
The girls had their own views of success which were not based solely on
academic achievement. Because they each maintained a minimum GPA of 2.5, they had
earned a genuine measure of academic achievement, according to the UMMS standards.
Researchers report that adolescents often define and experience success in ways that are
contingent upon their environment and circumstances (Fowler-Finn, 2003; Heath &
McLaughlin, 1993; Raible and Nieto, 2000; Noguera, 2003; Sharp & White, 2004).
Fowler-Finn (2003) interviewed students in inner city schools and found that their
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definitions of success often differed from socially constructed norms. The inner city
students in her study held views of success that were not necessarily results orientated nor
related solely to grades and standardized test scores. While the participants in the present
study earned mixed grades, they saw themselves as successful based on their conduct,
their current versus their past academic performance, the respect and recognition they
received from other people, and how they related to friends and family members.
Students with lower report card grades reported that they were successful because they
were happy, avoided getting into trouble, and made grades higher than their classmates
who make F’s. Their perspectives and self-perceptions, whether consonant with
mainstream views or not, had positive effects on their motivation for improved academic
performance.
Success for the participants incorporated a variety of elements. In designing the
study, I purposely did not use the word “success” in the focus group or individual
interview protocols to avoid influencing their responses. Instead, I asked questions such
as, “How do you feel about being Black? Being female? What does it mean to you to be
smart? Do you think that you are a good student?” (see Appendix P). During the final
focus group interview, the seventh grade participants mentioned that they felt successful
for various reasons.
7/23/04, Final Focus Group Interview: Tweety, Mary Burgess, and Red
Tweety:

I’m gonna be successful! I’m gonna make it in life!

Me:

Do you think you’re successful now?

Tweety:

Yeah! I’m successful now! Not to be on drugs and doing all that stuff that
you see on TV and what you see other people doing! I’m successful right
now, that’s how I see it.
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Me:

What makes you successful now?

Tweety:

That I’m a teenager, fixin’ to be fourteen, and I still got respect for grown
ups and I ain’t gon’ cross the line between childhood and adulthood. I’m a
live my life by how I want it, and not how other people want it to be!
People can’t tell, but I had a lot of stuff happen…and I don’t let that get
over me. Can’t nothing bring me down, ’cause if something bring me
down, I just keep up. Keep going on with your life!

Mary Burgess: I’m glad that I know who I am! I feel proud of myself that I am a young,
Black, African-American goin’ to the eighth grade student!
Red:

I love being Black and I love to be a girl!

Everyone laughs.
As the girls described, they were successful because they were not on drugs, respected
adults, knew who they were, were matriculating to the next grade, and had overcome
many obstacles. Their reasons for success were based primarily on acknowledging and
being confident in themselves and knowing who they were.
Some might question the participants’ academic success because of their
fluctuating grades, flexible standards, or casual attitudes toward academic achievement.
For the participants, school success was a combination of adherence to a personal
standard of achievement while maintaining adherence to UMMS norms of popularity. As
Raible and Nieto (2003) state, it is important that adolescents express their multiple
identities in meaningful and socially acceptable ways. For my girls, being smart meant
the ability to decide in which areas to excel, whether academically or socially, and then
excelling in those areas. The girls in the traditional program each felt smart and their
grades indicated that they could have participated in the magnet program. These girls,
however, resisted school-sanctioned definition of smartness as magnet program
participation. The magnet students felt that they were smart, but that they had talents
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other than academics in which they excelled. Both the sixth and seventh graders preferred
to acknowledge their multiple identities and not to highlight their academic achievement
as more important than their other achievements.
Some might also question whether the participants’ level of racial identity was
indicative of success, given their reluctance to discuss racial awareness. Heath and
McLaughlin (1993) found that ethnicity gives adolescents an additional layer of identity
to be used as a source of pride and ethnic labels were only part of self-descriptions.
Adolescents in the Heath and McLaughlin study created identities based on experiences,
friendships, and hobbies which transcended race. The participants in the present study
maintained multicultural worldviews and refrained from describing circumstances such
as UMMS demolition or neighborhood poverty as racist (Duncan, 2005b).
The girls avoided participating in race-related conversations that were initiated in
formal interviews, preferring instead to discuss race when or if they chose. However, they
also asserted a degree of ambiguity about race. Maintaining, on the one hand, that “we’re
not segregated anymore” because, in their experience segregation occurred in the past,
they also spoke about a distrust of White people. Mary Burgess described this distrust as
“flashbacks” to days of slavery and Jim Crow oppression while Princess experienced a
sense of dismay and shock that Black people would be so mistreated by White people on
the basis of race alone. The true cause of their personal preferences to not engage in
conversations with me on race was not discovered during the study. Thus, I conjecture
about the causes.
Consistent with tenets of Nigrescence theory, the racial identity level of the girls
denotes a peace about their Black racial identity and about people of other races. This
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sense of peace, described as consolidation and contentment, was apparent in their actions
and was indicated by their RIAS-B scores. Cross (1978) explained that Nigrescence is
experienced in stages and that individuals at the level of Internalization could experience
an Encounter event with racism that would precipitate a change in racial attitude, moving
the person to another stage. Tweety was the only participant who experienced Encounter
events, such as being called “nigger” and other overt racism. The other five girls did not
report direct involvement in incidents which they felt were overtly racist or that could
signify an Encounter event. During participant observation, they also did not display
attitudes of self-condemnation that typify the Pre-Encounter stage. Finally,
Immersion/Emersion attitudes were not evident; none of the participants was proBlack/anti-White, viewed the “Black way” as the only way to experience life, or chose to
be involved in activities simply because other Black people were. Each girl appeared to
have formulated opinions based on her experiences, including experiences with popular
culture and popular media which often depict Black people in disparaging terms.
Repeatedly, participant observations, interviews and focus group interviews supported
the conclusion that these girls were at the level of Internalization.
Another conjecture I offer is that the girls mirrored the view of their parents or
guardians. Children at the stage of early adolescents typically have more limited
experiences with the larger culture than the adults and may naively ascribe racist events
and attitudes at school to supportive motives on the part of adults at the school. Tweety,
for example, was not offended by the teacher who termed her mixed race heritage as
“Blight.” At the same time, four of the girls had positive experiences with people of other
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races. LaShae had White and biracial relatives, Angel was bicultural, Mary Burgess had a
friend who was Chinese, and Princess attended a multi-racial church.
Garbarino (2001) defined success for girls as having resilience, strength, and the
ability to achieve despite barriers society placed due to gender. Similarly, O’Connor
(2002) maintained that Black females who experience school success “beat the odds.” I
agree. That Black girls can achieve academically in school and not be burdened with
“acting White” is success in itself, though perhaps due more to the changes in society
than to personal development. That Black girls, even the quiet participants, perceived
their Black racial identity as positive, was also a measure of success, in my view.
I have contemplated other questions raised by this study. For example, What
would a Black female student with a high GPA and low RIAS-B experience? Would she
be silent or quiet? Would she feel the way I felt in middle school – smart and
misunderstood? What would be her attitudes toward race and education? Table 2
indicates that five such students were among those who completed the RIAS-B. These
students had GPAs of 3.0 or higher and RIAS-B mean scores of 2.9 or lower. According
to previous studies, these girls would reject their Black identity as contrary to achieving
academic success. Experiences encountered by these girls that resulted in low RIAS-B
scores were not uncovered by this study as this dilemma was not a focus of the research.
Conversely, a question about what a Black female student with a low GPA and
high RIAS-B would report were also intentionally not explore by this study, but frame an
important issue. Such questions are not unimportant, however. Five students who scored
above 3.00 on the RIAS-B had GPAs below 1.90. Are these cool students who were loud
and made bad grades? What contributes to their positive racial identity” Why do they
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garner poor grades? Are they being overlooked by the professional staff at UMMS? If so,
why? According to previous studies, such students would consider their identity as a
Black person contrary to academic achievement. Is this assumption warranted for these
girls? These important questions remain unanswered in this study, but underscore the
need for additional research about these young adolescents. It is important to the present
study that the girls participating in this study had both high GPAs and high RIAS-Bs, for
those were the quantitative measures for success.
Future Research
Based on the findings in this study and related literature on successful Black
female students, I offer recommendations for future research:
1. As a UMMS male student suggested, this study could be replicated with Black
male students who are academically successful and have a positive racial identity.
Further, results could be compared for gender significance.
2. Racial identity scales with relevant, age appropriate questions could be created
specifically for Black adolescents. The RIAS-B developed by McDermott and
Spencer (1996) for use with adolescents is adapted directly from the original
RIAS created by Helms and Parham (1985) for use with college students and
adults. The original scale was created according to the Cross Scale of
Nigrescence, a racial identity theory developed by Cross in 1978. Since the
inception of the original RIAS thirty-seven years ago, the racial climate in
America has changed and new scales are needed to incorporate those changes.
3. More studies which utilize both quantitative and qualitative measures of academic
success and racial identity should be conducted with a greater number of
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participants. With multiple data collection methods, the results would provide
more depth and insight into racial identity development of Black students.
4. Drawing from the experiences of the White female student who felt isolated at
UMMS, future studies should be conducted on the experiences of White students
who are educated in a predominately minority school setting. While there are
many studies that examine experiences of Black students educated in settings with
a mostly White student population, there are few studies that have documented
the reverse.
5. Gathering from views of Princess and Mary Burgess, who have family members
with higher levels of educational participation than the other participants, SES
differences within the larger Black community could be studied. Future studies
can examine the impact of class and educational level on academic achievement
and racial views.
6. Gleaning from Tweety and Angel’s experience and the few studies on biracial and
bicultural adolescents, future research should explore the schooling experiences of
similar students. These studies should take into account the way the students selfidentify and how schools can support their racial identity development.
7. There are many researchers who discuss the dilemmas involved with entering the
field to conduct ethnographies. While data saturation is the point at which data
collection concludes, there is a need for more studies on appropriate ways to end
the participant-observer relationship and exit the field while remaining respectful
of the considerable accommodations the participants made to enable the data to be
collected.
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In the present study, I was given access not only to the participants’ school
experiences, but also to the family and extracurricular experiences of the six girls. I
had spent a substantial amount of time with the participants in a variety of venues,
and while I believe there was mutual benefit, I was also an ethnographer who
understood at a cognitive level that the relationships would inevitably come to an end.
The participants did not have the same vantage point or the knowledge that when the
given purpose for the study was fulfilled, the relationships would terminate. The girls
faced being intensively interesting as research subjects and then abandoned as it were.
I accepted a job in another state as data collection ended and I was no longer available
to them. The adjustment me and my girls faced post-data collection was confusing
and difficult despite my efforts to resolve the relationships gently.
Study Limitations
As with any research, there were several limitations to this study. The major
limitation is that results cannot with confidence be generalized beyond this particular
sample of students and educational institution. Generalization of this research to other
Black female students should be taken with precaution because these results are based on
a select group of participants with whom I spent significant time. A different context,
dynamic, or group of people could considerably alter the results. Despite the limitations,
it is my sincere objective that this study contributes as much to the literature on
successful Black female students, middle schools, and adolescents as it did to my
personal growth and knowledge.
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Personal Journey: From Silence to Loudness
Through this study I have learned much about race and gender, and I know there
is yet more to come. Delving into the literature on racial identity, I could personally attest
to the tenets of the Cross Scale of Nigrescence and its applicability to my own
experiences. Over the years, I have seen how my identity as a Black female in America
has been shaped. Though this dissertation is not an autoethnography (Ellis, 1997), it did
become very personal and nostalgic. As I conducted the study, I dissected my personal
journey from “silence” to “loudness.” I learned that I have come a long way in my racial
awareness, and I am still evolving as I examine who I am.
As I reflect upon my past educational experiences, I have come to grips with the
fact that junior high school was a horrible experience for me. I was unable to maintain a
steady group of friends because I attended a different school each year, sixth, seventh,
and eighth grade years. As described in Chapter One, I was smart and respectful. Because
I was smart, my Black classmates accused me of acting White. Even though I was
surrounded by what I considered to be Blackness in my family and community,
eventually I decided that I wanted to be White if that meant I could be considered smart.
This Pre-Encounter attitude that I developed caused me to look at certain uneducated
Black people with disdain. Like many other Black girls with poor self-esteem, I harbored
a self-destructive image and was never satisfied with my hair texture or my skin
complexion (Botta, 2000). In short, my adolescent years were tough.
Eventually, I grew up, attended Dillard University, an HBCU, and became more
self-assured. Later, my parents informed me that they sent me to this college so that I
could “learn more about myself and my history.” I shed the Pre-Encounter feelings,
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graduated with a 3.9 GPA, and was very proud of my academic success. While I did not
learn much about Black history, nor did I care to, I grew to love myself and have a more
mature and healthy perspective on life.
After attending Dillard, I enrolled at the University of New Orleans for graduate
school and earned my Masters degree in Educational Administration. While I enjoyed a
measure of academic success and fulfillment from receiving an advanced degree, I still
desired to learn more about myself as a Black woman. Upon completion of the program, I
decided to teach a year in Malawi, a Central African country, because I felt that I would
gain valuable experience while simultaneously experiencing another culture. My family
was not thrilled that I decided to travel so far, but they agreed that it would be a
wonderful opportunity. My mother even came to visit me there. While in Africa, I felt a
sense of kinship, yet felt an uncomfortable and inexpressible distance in a conversation
which Cross would categorize as an Encounter experience. This conversation changed
my paradigm of race in terms of my choice of self-definition and distinctions between
American, African-American, African, and Black. The following poem I wrote to
describes my feelings describe the Encounter experience:
12/10/99, Personal Journal
A Conversation Between an African Male and a Black Female Shortly After her Arrival
to Malawi:
“What do you people call yourselves? African-American? Black? Colored?”
Um…I call myself Black.
“Why do some of you people call yourselves African-American
when you have not set foot on this land and many of you never
will? Where do you call home? I can trace my ancestry back for
many years, what about you? Where are your people from?”
He kept talking. I stopped listening.
I looked at him-almost a mirror image of myself.
Same complexion, shape of nose, full lips, relatively same build.
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The only difference I saw was gender.
I touched my permed hair and looked at my blue jeans and
backpack
and I knew
I may never find my home.
Because of that conversation, and other similar events such as being called a “mzungu,45”
I still describe my race as “Black” rather than African-American. Interestingly, before
going to Africa, I thought my father was racist because he maintains the position that
Black people are American, not African-American. He contends that because we were
born in America, built this country, and cannot trace our ancestry to a particular place in
Africa, that we are very much Americans. After my Encounter experience with an
African male, I agreed with him and began to realize that my American identity is most
salient. While I am aware that I am from African descent, I shed the idea that going to
Africa was going home and realized that my home is in America.
I returned to the United States and was accepted into a Doctoral Program in
Educational Leadership at a prestigious mid-western university. Here, I experienced a
different type of Encounter. The culture shock coming from another country was far less
drastic than living in a different region of my own country. There were few Black
students in this school, and I experienced extreme isolation and loneliness. My opinions
about being a Black woman in America changed as a result of enrolling in a Race, Class,
and Gender course during which I entrenched myself in literature that caused me to
examine the loyalty I created with America (Thernstrom & Thernstrom, 2002). This stage
of racial identity, described by Cross as Immersion, was characterized by reading
materials solely by and about Black people, altering my hairstyles and clothing choices to
portray my ethnicity, and challenging my personal views and those of others about
45

“Mzungu” is an insulting Malawian term for White person or a foreigner.
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inequitable structures in America. At the end of the semester, I decided to leave the
school because of the isolation and my desire to return to the south. Now I know that it
was one of the best decisions I could have made in my life.
After transferring from that school to my current university, I became less
concerned with who I am as a Black person, and more concerned with who I am as a
person. Despite my previous separatist views, I joined a multicultural church with a
White pastor and began to explore other aspects of my identity as a Christian. My desire
to learn more about myself superseded my original sense that I needed to be surrounded
solely by Black people for self-affirmation. For the first time in my life, I had meaningful
relationships with White and Hispanic people. Akin to the racial identity stage of
Emersion, I knew that my narrow views of race would have to change if I wanted to
function successfully in society.
While I am aware that racism exists and that there are structures in society that are
designed to precipitate minority failure, I no longer focus my energy on blaming
individuals of another race for failure. I am proud of myself, proud of my success, and
proud of the Black race. I am also proud of the success of people of other races. I do not
limit my affiliations to people based on race nor do I make judgments based solely on
race. To come to such a place in my awareness has been difficult, yet necessary to
conduct a study on racial identity and success among Black girls. This study has brought
a sense of peace and understanding regarding my own middle school years, my feelings
of self-hatred, and my suspicion of people of other races. Like the participants chosen for
the present study, I feel that I have an Internalized racial identity with a multicultural
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worldview. Through this study, I have been able to recognize aspects of each stage of
Nigrescence and emerge from my previous shroud of silence to a position of loudness!
It’s So Hard to say Goodbye!46 Exiting the Ethnographic Field
Reflecting on my personal journey from silence to loudness while being involved
in the lives of the participants, I realized the study was more engaging than I imagined.
Before the study began, I knew that I would spend significant time with the participants,
but I was not adequately prepared to “end” the relationship when data collection was
completed. In my qualitative research course, my question on the appropriate time to
conclude an ethnographic study was answered with, “data saturation.” However, my
question and subsequent search for research on the appropriate way to conclude the
relationships remained unanswered. Studies describing the difficulties involved with
entering the research field, filling out the appropriate paperwork to conduct an
ethnographic study, and becoming familiar with the participants and research context are
abundant (Haverkamp, 2005; Magolda & Weems, 2005; Walford, 2005). At the same
time, literature on the appropriate means to exit the field is nonexistent. Data saturation,
while an appropriate time to conclude data collection, is easier said then done. Ending
relationships that develop over a substantial period of intense involvement as a result of
prolonged engagement and participant observation is by no means easy (Bogdan &
Biklen, 1998: Wolcott, 2005).
The “final” interview with the participants was not the last time that we met. I
thanked the participants and their families for allowing me such access into their lives,
and I gave them gifts of appreciation. The girls surprised me with gifts, and they offered
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This is the title of a song by Boys to Men (1989) that is sung at graduations, funerals, or other events
when people are unsure when and where they will meet again.
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to help me with “the book” whenever I wanted their assistance. Tweety even mentioned
that she needed another interview because she had more to talk about. Angel did not
comment about our parting. Mary Burgess told me that she would need my help with
some of her school work the following year. LaShae cried and said that she still wanted
to hang out sometimes. Princess joked, “I ain’t through with you!” The most momentous
comment for me came from Red who asked, “So, is this the last time we will see you?”
At each of the going away parties they cried and I tried to hold back tears to no avail.
After numerous parties, visits, and phone conversations that continue to this day, I still
struggle with the appropriate way to say goodbye to six girls who opened themselves to
me and have provided such fulfillment.
After consultation with my dissertation advisor, I decided to maintain minimal
contact with the girls, with eventual plans to conduct a longitudinal study. That
suggestion was shared with the girls and their families and met with much delight from
all parties. Though the conversations are not as frequent now that the girls are in new
schools and I have moved to another city, they still contact me to provide updates on their
friendships, academic progress, and other social developments.47 In a sense, though the
study has come to an end, it was easier to say, “See you later,” than “Goodbye,” knowing
the strong possibility of meeting again.
Ready or Not, Here They Come!
This study was simultaneously challenging and equally fulfilling. I sought to
document experiences of Black middle school girls who, according to their RIAS-B
scores and GPAs, did not experience the difficulties that I had growing up with the desire
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Although I have moved to Memphis, TN, I still have a cell phone with a Baton Rouge area code,
primarily so the girls can contact me if they desire.
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to be White. The participants were chosen for the study because they were proud to be
Black and proud to be smart. Unlike some Black students who are not as fortunate to
merge their academic achievements with a positive racial identity, the participants did not
feel the need to reject their identity as a Black female because they were smart. They
were chosen for this study because they were different than I was as a junior high school
student. As they expressed, they were not ignorant of racism and they realized that there
are unspoken forces against them because of who they are – young, Black, and female
(Mirza, 1992). Those challenges serve as a catalyst, rather than a deterrent to their dreams
and, to reiterate the words of Mary Burgess, ready or not, America, they are coming for
you!
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APPENDIX A – PERMISSION LETTER FROM
DR. MARGARET BEALE SPENCER
November 7, 2003
University of Pennsylvania
Penn Graduate School of Education
Center for Health, Achievement, Neighborhood, Growth, and Ethnic Studies (Changes)

Dear Ms. Clark,
I am writing on behalf of Dr. Margaret Beale Spencer in response to your request
to use the Racial Identity Attitude Scale in your dissertation. You are welcome to use the
instrument as well as information from the report of the psychometric assessment of the
scale. Please be sure to acknowledge the source in this and subsequent work in which you
use it. The correct reference is:
McDermott, P. A., & Spencer, M. B. (1996). Measurement properties of the
revised racial identity scale (Interim Research Report N. 21). Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania, Center for Health, Achievement, Neighborhood Growth, and Ethnic
Studies.

Best of luck with your work.
Sincerely,
Liz Noll
Data Analyst
Center for Health, Achievement, Neighborhood Growth, and Ethnic Studies
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APPENDIX B – PERMISSION LETTER FROM
URBAN SOUTHERN SCHOOL BOARD
December 30, 2003
Menthia Clark, Doctoral Candidate
Dear Ms. Clark,
Your request to conduct research at UMMS intended to examine characteristics of black
female students who are academically successful and have a positive racial identity has
been approved. We ask that you keep copies on file of all parental consent and student
assent forms for everyone who participates and hope that you will protect the anonymity
of individuals in your study.48
We would greatly appreciate a copy of your findings when your study is completed.
Thank you for your interest in the Urban Southern School System. If I can help you in
any way, please call or email me.
Sincerely,
Director
Office of Accountability

48

This letter has been rewritten to protect the anonymity of the participants.
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APPENDIX C – PERMISSION LETTER FROM
URBAN MIDDLE MAGNET SCHOOL
January 8, 2004
Robert Matthews, IRB Coordinator
Dear Dr. Matthews and IRB Committee:
This letter serves as written permission for Menthia Clark, Doctoral Candidate to
conduct research for her dissertation study at UMMS. Ms. Clark has access to collect data
permissible as specified by administrators to address her research topic. Her dissertation
study, “Say it Loud! I’m Black and I’m Proud! A Study of Successful Black Female
Students in an Urban Middle School,” will provide more understanding about our
students. Further, she has permission to administer surveys, interview students, access
documents, audiotape, videotape, and observe at our school. UMMS lends our full
support to this research endeavor.49
Sincerely,

Principal, UMMS

49

This letter has been rewritten to protect the anonymity of the participants.
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APPENDIX D – RIAS-B (SOCIAL ATTITUDE SCALE)
This set of questions is designed to better understand people’s social and political
attitudes. Listed below are several statements. On your answer sheet, darken the number
of the box which describes how you feel.
A – Strongly Disagree
B – Disagree
C – Uncertain
D – Agree
E – Strongly Agree
1. I believe that being Black is positive.
2. I know from my own life what it means to be Black in America.
3. I enjoy doing things with Black people, but not with White people.
4. I believe that Blacks can’t be trusted.
5. All Black people are like family to me.
6. I would like to become involved in activities which help all people who are oppressed
or held back because of discrimination.
7. I feel comfortable wherever I am.
8. I believe that White people look better and express themselves better than Blacks.
9. I feel very comfortable around Black people.
10. I feel good about being Black, but I don’t limit myself to Black activities.
11. I really don’t like White people and call them names like “honkies” and “crackers.”
12. I believe that being Black is positive.

13. I believe that some things are a part of being a Black person apply to me and other
things do not.
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14. I openly object to unfair treatment by this country and its leaders towards Black
people.
15. I would like to be involved in Black political and social events (political meetings, art
shows, Black theater, etc.)
16. I would get involved with political groups even if there are no other Blacks involved.
17. I believe that Black people should lean to think and act like White people.
18. I believe that experiences in life should be looked at from a black point of view.
19. I have changed my style (clothes, hair) to fit my beliefs about Black people.
20. I feel excited and happy in Black surroundings.
21. I believe that Black people came from a strange, dark, and uncivilized continent.
22. People, regardless of their race, have strengths and limitations (weaknesses).
23. I find myself reading books about Black people and thinking about being Black.
24. I feel guilty, and/or uncomfortable about some of the things I believe about Black
people.
25. I believe that the best way for Black people to solve their problems is to become part
of the White person’s world.
26. I speak my mind no matter what the results may be (e.g., being kicked out of school,
being put in jail, being exposed to danger).
27. I believe that everything Black is good, and therefore, I only get involved in Black
activities.
28. It is important for me to know what being Black really means.
29. I believe that White people are smarter than Black people.
30. I believe that because I am Black, I have many strengths and good qualities.
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APPENDIX E – IRB RESEARCH PROTOCOL
“Say it Loud! I’m Black and I’m Proud! A Study of Successful Black Female Students
Educated in an Urban Middle School”
Principal Investigator: Dianne L. Taylor, Ph.D., Advisor and Dissertation Chair
Co-Investigator: Menthia P. Clark, Doctoral Candidate
Department of Educational Leadership, Research, and Counseling
A) Purpose and benefits of the study: The purpose of this dissertation study is to identify
and examine characteristics of Black female students in an urban middle school who are
academically successful and have a positive racial identity. The benefit is to inform
educators, researchers, and policymakers of effective practices in educating urban youth.
B) Brief description of the study pool: There are two phases of this dissertation study.
The study pool for Phase I includes 250 Black female students in the sixth and seventh
grades who will complete the Racial Identity Attitude Scale (RIAS-B) (McDermott &
Spencer, 1996) Study pool for Phase II includes six Black female students each of whom,
with the consent of their parents/guardians, agree to participate in an ethnography. Each
participant will be invited to participate based on the results from their RIAS-B,
indicating positive racial identity, and a grade point average of 2.5 or above, indicating
academic success.
C) Methods:
(1) Study design: Data will be collected through two phases. Phase I involves the
administration of the RIAS-B to 250 Black female students at Urban Middle Magnet
School. Descriptive statistics will be calculated and internal consistency and validity will
be assessed. Thirty Black female students with the most positive scores on the RIAS-B
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will be identified. School officials will develop a list in descending order of students with
both the highest RIAS-B score and cumulative grade point average. Starting at the top of
the list, a sample of six students, who assent and whose parent/guardian consents, will be
selected for the ethnographic phase of the study, Phase II.
(2) Summary of procedures to which participants are subjected: Phase I Participants will
be asked to complete the RIAS-B (attached). Phase II participants will be interviewed,
shadowed, videotaped, and audiotaped by the Co-Investigator.
(D) Summary of potential risks to subjects: As with any study involving human subjects,
there are certain social and psychological risks involved. Those risks, however, have been
taken in consideration for the present study in order to minimize any potentially harmful
effects. For Phase II, the ethnography, the researcher will be shadowing participants, thus
there may be social risks involved. The impact of the researcher on the lives of the
participants is uncertain; however, the parents and the students will sign consent and
assent forms, respectively, which indicate that they may withdraw from the study at any
time and for any reason with no penalty.
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APPENDIX F – IRB GENERAL QUESTIONS
A. The use of human subjects is necessary to investigate the experiences of Black
female students.
B. The primary data collection site is Urban Middle Magnet School. Additionally,
data will be collected in other locales where participants are involved such as
tutoring centers, the participants’ homes, and other community sites.
C. There are no surgical procedures involved in the present study.
D. The Racial Identity Attitude Scale (RIAS-B) created by McDermott & Spencer, is
a thirty-item Likert scale that will be administered to the participants.
E. As with any study involving human subjects, there are certain social and
psychological risks involved. Published research using methods that will be used
in this study indicate such risks are minimal. Those risks, however, have been
taken in consideration for the present study in order to minimize any potentially
harmful effects.
F. The researcher will shadow participants, thus there may be risks involved. The
impact of the researcher on the lives of the participants is uncertain; however, the
parents and the students will sign consent and assent forms, respectively, which
indicate that they may withdraw from the study at any time and for any reason
with no penalty.
G. Inclusion criteria: For Phase I, The RIAS-B will be administered to all sixth and
seventh grade Black female students at Urban Middle Magnet School. For Phase
II, the recruitment pool includes those Black female students who are the most
positive outliers on both the RIAS-B scores and grade point averages. Exclusion
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criteria: For Phase I, students will not be asked to participate who are in the eighth
grade, are male, and/or are non-Black. For Phase II, students will not be invited to
participate in the study who are not Black females, not among the 30 most positive
outliers on the RIAS-B, and are not academically strong students.
H. This study involves children under the age of eighteen.
I. Informed consent will be obtained through a discussion of the research project
with the faculty, staff, and students of Urban Middle Magnet School.
Opportunities for questions to be answered will be made available. Parents will
receive a clearly written explanation of the study, including ways (phone
numbers, e-mail addresses) to contact the Co-Investigator for additional
information. Informed consent will be obtained from the parents of the
participants. Assent will be obtained from the participants.
J. (1) This study is confidential. Privacy of participants will be ensured through use of a
coding system that provides that no subject’s name is ever directly connected with any
data from the study. All reports from the study will use pseudonyms for the subjects, the
school, the city, and the state. The data will be maintained in a confidential area where
the Principal Investigator and Co-Investigator have sole access.
(2) Coding systems will be used in both phases of the study. In Phase I, a roster of Black
female students provided by each sixth and seventh grade homeroom teacher will be used
to match numbered questionnaires (RIAS-B) to individual students. This same code
designation will carry forward into Phase II to track all ethnographic data. The coding
information will be kept in a separate location from the data and only the Principal
Investigator and Co-Investigator will know the names of the students.
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APPENDIX G – PARENT/GUARDIAN CONSENT FORM FOR PHASE I
Dear Urban Middle Magnet School Parent or Guardian:
Greetings! My name is Menthia Clark and I am a student at a local university. I
am conducting a study at Urban Middle Magnet School for my dissertation, and I would
like your child to complete a survey about her social and political attitudes.
Participation is voluntary, and your child will complete the survey only if both
you and your child agree. If you both agree, your child will be one of about 250 students
to complete the survey. At any time, your child may dropout of the study. As her parent
or guardian, you may also withdraw your child at any time. Your child’s name will never
be directly used with her answers, unless release is legally compelled. There is no cost for
being involved in the study. When you and your child return this form, your child will
receive a treat from the homeroom teacher, whether or not she participates.
Thank you so much for your support of this project. I look forward to working
with your child. If you have any questions, you can contact me at my home number or
email, at any time.
Name_____________________________ Child’s Name_________________________
Parent’s Signature_______________________________________Date_____________________

Sincerely,

Menthia P. Clark

Reader Statement: The study subject has indicated to me that he/she is unable to read. I certify that I have
read this consent form to the subject and explained that by completing the signature line above, the subject
has agreed to participate.
Signature of Reader______________________________ Date _______________________
This study has been discussed with me and all my questions have been answered. I may direct additional
questions regarding study specifics to the investigators. If I have questions about subjects’ rights or other
concerns, I can contact the University Institutional Review Board. I give my consent for my child to
participate in the study described above and acknowledge the researchers’ obligation to provide me with a
copy of this consent form if signed by me.
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APPENDIX H – STUDENT ASSENT FORM FOR PHASE I
Participation in Research Study
I, _______________________________, will answer questions in a survey that asks
about social and political attitudes. I can decide to stop answering the survey questions at
any time without getting in trouble.
Child’s Name_____________________
Child’s Signature _____________________ Age ___ Date__________________

Witness Name_______________________ Date_____________
Witness Signature___________________________
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APPENDIX I – PARENT/GUARDIAN CONSENT FORM FOR PHASE II
Dear Urban Middle Magnet School Parent or Guardian:
Greetings! My name is Menthia Clark and I am a student at a local university.
Thank you for allowing your daughter to complete the survey earlier this school year. I
want to learn more about middle school girls’ experiences, and I would like your
daughter to participate in the second part of this study.
Your daughter is one of six students asked to participate because of her high
grades and results on her survey. If she participates, I will spend about six months
observing and talking with her at school, community, and home activities. I would like to
attend other events she is involved to help me learn about middle school girls. This will
give her the chance to share her experiences, and her participation can potentially help
other Black girls become more successful.
Participation in this study is voluntary and free of charge, and your daughter will
be in it only if both of you agree. As her parent or guardian, you may withdraw her at any
time. Your child’s name will never be directly used with her answers, unless release is
legally compelled.
Thank you so much for your support of this research project, and I look forward
to working with you and your daughter. If you have any questions, you can contact me at
my phone number or email at any time. You may also reach Dianne L. Taylor at her
office.
Sincerely,

Menthia P. Clark
Parent’s Name_____________________________ Child’s Name________________
Parent’s Signature______________________________Date_____________________
Reader Statement: The study subject has indicated to me that he/she is unable to read. I
certify that I have read this consent form to the subject and explained that by completing
the signature line above, the subject has agreed to participate.
Signature of Reader__________________________ Date _______________________
This study has been discussed with me and all my questions have been answered. I may direct additional
questions regarding study specifics to the investigators. If I have questions about subjects’ rights or other
concerns, I can contact the University Institutional Review Board. I give my consent for my child to
participate in the study described above and acknowledge the researchers’ obligation to provide me with a
copy of this consent form if signed by me.
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APPENDIX J – STUDENT ASSENT FORM FOR PHASE II
Participation in Research Study

I, _______________________________, will be in a study to find out more about
students at Urban Middle Magnet School. If I participate, I will be interviewed and it may
be audiotaped and videotaped. Ms. Clark may visit me at school, at home, or anywhere I
allow her to. She may interview my friends and family so she can learn more about me. I
can stop being in the study at any time without getting in trouble.

Child’s Name_____________________
Child’s Signature ____________________ Age ____ Date__________________

Witness Name_______________________ Date_____________
Witness Signature___________________________
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APPENDIX K – PARENT/GUARDIAN INTERVIEW CONSENT FORM
Dear Urban Middle Magnet School Parent or Guardian:
Greetings! Thank you so much for your support thus far of this study, and
allowing me to learn about your daughter. I would like to receive information about her
from an additional source. If you agree, at your earliest convenience, I would like to
interview you because as her parent/guardian, your opinions are valuable and will add
great insight into this study.
Participation in this study is voluntary and free of charge, and you may withdraw
at any time. Your name will never be directly used with your answers. The interview will
be approximately thirty minutes, and will be audiotaped so that I can record the
information at a later time.
Thank you so much for your support of this project. I look forward to
interviewing you. If you have any questions, you can contact me at my home or email at
any time.

Parent’s Name __________________________ Child’s Name ___________________
Parent’s Signature__________________________ Date ________________________
Sincerely,

Menthia P. Clark
Reader Statement: The study subject has indicated to me that he/she is unable to read. I certify that I have read this
consent form to the subject and explained that by completing the signature line above, the subject has agreed to
participate.
Signature of Reader______________________________ Date _______________________

This study has been discussed with me and all my questions have been answered. I may direct additional
questions regarding study specifics to the investigators. If I have questions about subjects’ rights or other
concerns, I can contact the University Institutional Review Board. I give consent for my child to participate
in the study described above and acknowledge the researchers’ obligation to provide me with a copy of this
consent form if signed by me.
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APPENDIX L – TEACHER/SCHOOL PERSONNEL INTERVIEW
CONSENT FORM
Dear Urban Middle Magnet School Teacher:
Greetings! Thank you for your support thus far of this study, as I have been
shadowing students at Urban Middle Magnet School. I appreciate your time, patience,
and support of this research. As the study is nearing the end, I would like to receive
information about this topic from an additional source. If you agree, at your earliest
convenience, I would like to interview you, as your insight and opinions are valuable to
learning more about girls’ experiences in middle school.
Participation in this study is voluntary and free of charge, and you may withdraw
at any time. Your name will never be directly used with your answers. This interview will
last approximately thirty minutes, and will be audiotaped, so that I can record the
information at a later time.
Thank you so much for your support of this research, and I look forward to
working with you. If you have any questions, you can contact me at home or by email at
any time.
Sincerely,

Menthia P. Clark
Reader Statement: The study subject has indicated to me that he/she is unable to read. I certify that I have read this
consent form to the subject and explained that by completing the signature line above, the subject has agreed to
participate.
Signature of Reader______________________________ Date _______________________

This study has been discussed with me and all my questions have been answered. I may direct additional
questions regarding study specifics to the investigators. If I have questions about subjects’ rights or other
concerns, I can contact the University Institutional Review Board. I give consent for my child to participate
in the study described above and acknowledge the researchers’ obligation to provide me with a copy of this
consent form if signed by me.
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APPENDIX M – INTERVIEW SEQUENCING
There were five interviews conducted with the participants. Each interview
question addresses a particular research question. The corresponding research question is
indicated in parenthesis following the interview question.
Research question:
What causes for academic success and positive racial identity can research discover by
studying Black female students educated in an urban school?
Specific questions:
(1) To what experiences and/or life circumstances do Black, academically successful
female students attribute their academic success?
(2) To what experiences and/or life circumstances do these students attribute their
positive racial identity?
(3) What specific experiences and/or life circumstances of these students can be observed
in their home, community, and at school that appear to contribute to academic success
and positive racial identity?
Interview 1, Life History/Biographical Sketch, Participants
Interview 2, Semi-Structured Interview, Participants
Interview 3, Semi-Structured Interview, Participants
Interview 4, Focus Group Interview, All Participants
Interview 5, Exit Interview, Participants
There were two additional interviews conducted.
Parent/Guardian Interview Protocol
Teacher/School Personnel Interview Protocol
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APPENDIX N – INTERVIEW 1, LIFE HISTORY/BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH,
PARTICIPANTS
The purpose of this interview is to learn about the participant’s personality,
history, life circumstances, and experiences.
1. What is your name?
2. When and where were you born?
3. Tell me about yourself.
4. Tell me about your family.
5. Tell me about your friends.
6. Tell me about your neighborhood.
7. Tell me about your school. (1)
8. What is unique about you?
9. Tell me about your parents (or guardians), grand parents, brothers, and sisters.
Please tell me their age, birthplace, jobs, and education. (3)
10. Could you tell me about the schools you have attended?
11. Tell me about your favorite teacher. (1)
12. Tell me about your worst teacher.
13. How would you describe yourself as a student? (1)
14. Tell me about your favorite and worst subject. (1)
15. What do you like most and least about school? (1)
16. Tell me about the extracurricular activities in which you are involved. (1)
17. Where do you see yourself at the age of 25, 45, 75?
18. What is your favorite book and why?
19. What is your favorite movie and why?
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20. Give me three words to describe yourself.
21. Who do you look up to as a role model? Why?
22. If you could hang out with one famous person, who would it be?
23. Tell me about your best friend.
24. What is your favorite song and why?
25. Where do you hang out?
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APPENDIX O – INTERVIEW 2, SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW,
PARTICIPANTS
The semi-structured interview involves a series of structured and open-form
questions for probing. Though the initial questions are the same for each participant, their
individual responses will determine additional questions (Gall, Borg, & Gall, 2003). The
purpose of the initial interview is for the participant to discuss her academic, family, and
social experiences.
Research question:
What causes for academic success and positive racial identity can research discover by
studying Black female students educated in an urban middle school?
Specific questions:
(1) To what experiences and/or life circumstances do Black, academically successful
female students attribute their academic success?
(2) To what experiences and/or life circumstances do these students attribute their
positive racial identity?
(3) What specific experiences and/or life circumstances of these students can be observed
in their home, community, and at school that appear to contribute to academic success
and positive racial identity?
Interview Protocol
1. Tell me what it is like to be a student at Urban Middle Magnet School? (1, 3)
2. On a scale of 1-5 (5 is really smart.), what number describes you? Please discuss.
(2)
3. What are some things you do to keep your grades up? (2)
4. What are some things you do at school? outside of school? at home? How do
these activities affect you at school? (1,2,3)
5. Are there some things that most “average” kids do at school or for fun? Please
discuss. (2)
6. What kinds of names do kids call each other? What do those names mean? (2)
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APPENDIX P – INTERVIEW 3, SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW,
PARTICIPANTS

The purpose of this interview is to expand on themes that emerged from the initial
semi-structured interview, shadowing, and participant-observation. Though these
questions are previously formulated, additional questions may be asked.
Research question:
What causes for academic success and positive racial identity can research discover by
studying Black female students educated in an urban middle school?
Specific questions:
(1) To what experiences and/or life circumstances do Black, academically successful
female students attribute their academic success?
(2) To what experiences and/or life circumstances do these students attribute their
positive racial identity?
(3) What specific experiences and/or life circumstances of these students can be observed
in their home, community, and at school that appear to contribute to academic success
and positive racial identity?
Interview Protocol
1. How do you feel about being Black? Being female? (1)
2. What does it mean to you to be smart? Are there some things that mostly smart
kids do? (2)
3. Do your friends say anything about your grades? Classmates? Teachers? Family?
(Who do you live with and what do they say about your grades?) Please discuss.
(2, 3)
4. Have any of the kids at school made comments about your grades? Please discuss.
(2, 3)
5. Have you ever heard of the phrase “acting White?” “Acting Black”? What do they
mean? (3)
6. What are some things that mostly Black kids do? Mostly White kids? (3)
7. What are some things you would like to do, maybe now or in the future? What do
you do now to help you do those things? Is there anything in your life that helps
prepare you for the future? Please discuss. (2, 3)
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APPENDIX Q – INTERVIEW 4, FOCUS GROUP INTEREVIEW,
ALL PARTICIPANTS
The focus group will be conducted for participants to engage in interactive
discussion and to facilitate additional discourse on themes which may be common to the
participants. While the researcher may not necessarily be in the directive role, this data
collection technique draws upon the participants’ knowledge through a less formal
discussion with their peers. Their interactions may influence them to state feelings,
perceptions, and beliefs they would not express during their individual interviews (Gall,
Borg, & Gall, 2003). It will also foster triangulation through member checking
(Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998).
Research question:
What causes for academic success and positive racial identity can research discover by
studying Black female students educated in an urban middle school?
Specific questions:
(1) To what experiences and/or life circumstances do Black, academically successful
female students attribute their academic success?
(2) To what experiences and/or life circumstances do these students attribute their
positive racial identity?
(3) What specific experiences and/or life circumstances of these students can be observed
in their home, community, and at school that appear to contribute to academic success
and positive racial identity?
Interview Protocol:
1. How do you feel about being Black? Female? (1)
2. What does it mean to you to be smart? (2)
3. Do you think you are a good student? How? Do you think your classmates look
up to you? Please discuss. (2, 3)
4. What do your friends say about your grades? Classmates? Teachers? Family?
(2, 3)
5. What names do kids call each other? What do those names mean? (3)
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APPENDIX R – INTERVIEW 5, EXIT INTERVIEW, PARTICIPANTS
This final interview will be conducted for clarification of questions and to address
concerns of the researcher and the participants.
Research question:
What causes for academic success and positive racial identity can research discover by
studying Black female students educated in an urban middle school?
Specific questions:
(1) To what experiences and/or life circumstances do Black, academically successful
female students attribute their academic success?
(2) To what experiences and/or life circumstances do these students attribute their
positive racial identity?
(3) What specific experiences and/or life circumstances of these students can be observed
in their home, community, and at school that appear to contribute to academic success
and positive racial identity?
Interview Protocol
1. What do you want teachers and other adults to know about you? (1, 2, 3)
2. What could the school do to help you and other students do your best? What
could the community do? What could be done in America to help you and other
students do your best? (1, 2, 3)
3. This is our last interview, and I want to know is there anything else you want to
tell me? I have really enjoyed spending time with you and I thank you for sharing
your experiences with me. You have helped me understand what it is like to be a
student at Urban Middle Magnet School. (1, 2)
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APPENDIX S – PARENT/GUARDIAN INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
Thank you for your participation in this interview. I would like to learn more about your
daughter’s experiences, and your comments are greatly appreciated. This interview will
be audiotaped so that I can record the information at a later time.
1. Tell me about your daughter.
2. Tell me about her school performance.
3. What types of activities are you all involved in that affect her school performance?
4. What types of activities are you involved in that teach her about
race/culture/ethnicity?
5. What are some things about her that make you proud?
6. What are some areas she could improve?
7. What would she like to be in the future?
8. What do you foresee for her future?
9. Describe your daughter in three words.
10. What types of discussions do you and your daughter have about culture, race, and
ethnicity?
11. Are you involved in activities that you feel make her successful?
12. What are some things that you share with your daughter about education? Race?
Success?
Thank you for your participation, are there any additional comments?
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APPENDIX T – TEACHER/SCHOOL PERSONNEL INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
Thank you for your participation in this interview. As her teacher, your comments are
greatly appreciated. This interview will be audiotaped so that I can record the information
at a later time.
1. Tell me about the students at UMMS.
2. Tell me about the female students at this school. Could you describe their
behavior?
3. What are some issues that the female students at this school face?
4. Could you tell me about Participant A? B? C? D? E? F? (Each participant)
5. Do you notice teasing among the students at this school? What are some things
they tease about?
6. Have you noticed any teasing among students based on their academic
performance?
7. What discussions do you hear among the students based on their academic
performance?
8. What discussions do you hear among the students about race? Grades?
9. How do your students react to classroom lessons on issues related to race?
10. What are some things that students do to keep their grades up?
Thank you for your participation, do you have any additional comments?
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